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      Levi

      Salty water ran down my face tightening my skin and drying almost instantly thanks to the searing sunshine above me. Apart from the gentle lap of the waves and the occasional gull flying overhead, the environment all around me was otherwise silent.

      As a native New Yorker, where we had summer and layered winter clothing, dressing up to eat out and a generally more formal lifestyle, I loved living in Florida. On arrival, I’d quickly embraced the casual attire of board shorts, eating barbecued food and the laid-back lifestyle of hanging out at the beach. Ever since then, not much had changed in that respect and in fact, I found myself craving the sanctuary an ocean view afforded me whenever the opportunity presented itself.

      Living across the road from the beach had its perks. Even though I had the luxury of a saltwater pool on my property, there was nothing quite like the feel of silky sand between my toes and the sound of solitude only nature provides during a long walk on a deserted beach to try to find peace in my world.

      “Levi Milligan, is that you?”

      Fuck. I was trudging through the deep sand, my feet sinking with every step, as I made my way back to the boardwalk from the ocean, when I heard a girl call out to me. As the frontman for my band, Screaming Shadows, hearing women call my name was like taking a leak to me, uncomfortable but necessary.

      Uncomfortable because sometimes I just needed to be plain old Levi Milligan who went unnoticed so I could enjoy a little privacy. But it was necessary because without our fans I wouldn’t have the time to play music whenever I wanted, a fabulous house, and the privileged lifestyle I had earned.

      Turning to look over my shoulder, a girl in a small red bikini stood and shaded her eyes. She was pretty, extremely pretty, with soft, blonde, mid-length wavy hair, and a voluptuous, curvy body. I loved a bit of meat on a girl, so she immediately had my full attention.

      “Yeah, hi,” I said. “Glorious day, huh?” I added with a wave. When she didn’t make any further attempt to talk, I turned away, took another five steps and stopped at the shower by the steps of the boardwalk.

      “Too famous to talk to someone from the school bus now, are you?” the girl challenged, suddenly arriving behind me. I jumped and clutched my chest because although she hadn’t touched me, I hadn’t heard her coming.

      “Fuck,” I said, startled, then turned to look at her closer. Huge crystal-clear blue eyes stared back at me. Those eyes had been familiar to me at one time, but the face I couldn’t place. “Sorry, I’ve seen so many people in the past few years, you’ll have to forgive me. We know one another?” I asked with a raised brow.

      She chuckled. “Oh, I’m not surprised you don’t recognize me. How stupid of me. The last time you saw me I think I had a mouth full of metal retainers, an unflattering, bobbed haircut and if I’m not mistaken, I think I was probably still flat chested,” she replied. Her pretty eyes narrowed as if she were conjuring up a picture of how she’d looked when I knew her.

      I wracked my brain at the description and remembered a geeky girl in my middle school class that came to mind. My jaw dropped open and I stared intensely at the girl until it clicked. “Oh, my, God,” I barked, shocked. “No way, Trinnie Dixon?” I blinked and let my curious gaze rake over her gorgeous body. When I looked back at her, her cheeks had turned pink. “Shit, sorry, I … I’m speechless.”

      She chuckled nervously and seemed taken aback that I had remembered her name. “I guess I look a teeny bit different now. I’m not offended that you didn’t recognize me.”

      “Jesus, your own mother wouldn’t recognize you from the girl you were then. Look at you,” I stated. The admiration in my tone caught me by surprise, but I couldn’t stop staring at her.

      “You haven’t changed that much,” she offered. “Still the heartbreaker you were in middle school.”

      I laughed. “I was hardly a heartthrob with that mullet haircut my father used to perform on me and those tight chinos from Walmart he made me wear.”

      “Still the same gorgeous smile though. Has anyone ever told you, you have the most amazing teeth?” she asked. She didn’t give me a chance to answer when she continued, “I was so envious of your teeth back in the day.” She let out a giggle and it sounded so fucking cute. I laughed along with her and clapped the sand from my flipflops as we did so. “I had major teeth envy,” she confessed. “Every morning my heart raced in anticipation of you climbing on the school bus and flashing that toothy smile.” She laughed again.

      “Teeth envy?” I barked out a laugh.

      “Yes! They’re so straight, so white, their shape are to die for, and those gorgeous plump lips frame them to perfection. I used to dream of kissing you,” she remarked with a giggle. “And I’d smile every time I saw you. Yet, there I was, looking like a distant relative of Jaws from the James Bond movies.”

      I cracked up laughing because she was right. I thought she had the most amazing eyes though, but the braces were more than a little fierce looking. I ran my flip flops under the shower and turned off the faucet. “What are you doing here? I mean, is this an accidental meeting?” Fuck.

      “You mean did I stalk you?” She laughed with a raised eyebrow, that said, ‘get over yourself.’  “I just moved into the area about a month ago. I live less than a ten-minute drive from here. I’ve swam every morning since I was fifteen, but the pool at the new place I bought is in the middle of a renovation. So … I came to the beach for the first time today, and voila, you came out of the water like some blond Adonis all rippling muscles and tan satin skin. Then, my ovaries exploded, and my inner zen shattered.”

      I laughed because she was a funny girl, and I hadn’t been spoken to in such a frank way that hadn’t been loaded with real sexual undertones in a long time. “Have you always been so frank when you talk to people?”

      “Hey when you’ve lived with a guy you had to dig deep to find nice things to say to, you don’t hold back once you’re free of them.”

      I smiled, glanced to the boardwalk stairs, and back to her possessions on the beach. Until that moment I had always been guarded about my privacy in Key Largo. Only my neighbors on one side knew whose house mine was, but I thought what the hell, it’s only Trinnie. She was a one-time friend of Jude’s sister, Gemma.

      “I live right across the street. Do you have time for a coffee? I mean, to catch up,” I added quickly. “There’s no guy going to rock up, beat my door down and club me with a baseball bat for hitting on his wife, is there?”

      “No, no guy.” She held up her ring finger and it had a faint pale line where a ring had once been. “No husband for five months now.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I replied, commiserating with her.

      “Don’t be. He was a deadbeat, jealous, inattentive asshole,” she offered and shrugged. “And he’d be so fucking mad that Levi Milligan just asked me to his house for coffee,” she added with a gorgeous smile.

      “So, it was an amicable split?” I teased sarcastically.

      “I’d say not. Since I moved all the way down here to get the fuck away from him. He can’t drive, so …” She laughed, and my eyes immediately homed in on her beautiful mouth. She had a very sensual smile.

      “Can’t drive?” I asked, shocked. It was hard to get around in Florida without wheels.

      “Yeah. He never learned. I mean that should have been a red flag right there, that he’d never put himself out to do anything he didn’t want to.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “What did … does he do for a living?”

      She snorted. “He works in a zoo.”

      “A zoo?” I chuckled in disbelief. “You’re kidding right?”

      “No,” she giggled, “Brevard Zoo, honest.” Trinnie let out a hollow scoff. “Not because he’s an animal lover. I guess he found work there because it’s less than a ten-minute walk from where we lived. He handles the sloths and the monkeys.” She glanced at me and burst out laughing. “I know right, you couldn’t make this shit up.”

      “There must have been something about the guy, if you loved him enough to marry him,” I stated, grinning.

      She nodded. “Sure, it was his big dick and the orgasms. Which had felt like a good enough reason when I was twenty, and Lily Allen’s song “Not Fair” was all the rage. But that shit wore thin when the orgasms plural became one, twice a week, because his job was making him tired. That’s when I woke up and realized that was the only thing he had going for him. Fucked like a bull but lived the rest of his life like an aspiring senior waiting for his Medicare concession. But he did give me a daughter.”

      “Grab your shit and let’s head over the road to my place. We can sit out of the sun. It would appear we have a lot of catching up to do,” I told her.
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      “Wow. The boy did good. Then again, I always had a feeling you were destined for great things,” Trinnie admitted, her eyes wide with curiosity as she took in my open plan great room and kitchen. I considered her comment and her disclosure intrigued me.

      “You did? All I remember about you was you’d show up at Gemma’s, her mom would make you both grilled cheese and you’d both retreat to their den,” I replied.

      “Oh, my God. Grilled cheese,” she groaned and slapped her hand over her ample tits. “That shit messed so much with my skin as a teen, I’ve never touched it since.”

      The more I looked at her, the more I was drawn to her. “Glad I missed the acne years,” I joked and flared my eyes at her like I was horrified. “I’d have been traumatized if I’d witnessed those as well as the mouth full of metal. I mean you didn’t even have breasts for me to avert my gaze to,” I teased as I recalled all the things, she’d mentioned about herself at the beach.

      Trinnie lifted her coffee cup to her mouth, stopped short of drinking it and smiled as if to herself. I took that moment to take her in again and I couldn’t get over that she was the same girl as the one from my class. I realized she still hadn’t touched her drink and was staring at me.

      “What?” I asked, a little self-conscious. I thought I’d been busted staring at her.

      “You,” she said, gesturing an open hand in a ghost motion over my bare torso. “This.” She waved her hand in the air indicating she meant the house. “You deserve this life, Levi. You were made for it.”

      I thought it a strange thing to say, given that I knew more of her through listening to Gemma’s conversations about them at the dinner table, than I had known Trinnie in any real physical sense.

      “That’s a very generous thing to say, although sometimes I feel undeserving.”

      “You were born to be a rock star.” Her eyes raked down my body before they rolled to the back of her head. Heat stained her cheeks as she looked at me again. “I mean, look at you.”

      “Look at me?” I repeated, frowning. I shook my head as I looked down at myself and I recognized the same shy, self-awareness that had struck me from a minute before. It was a feeling I hadn’t experienced in a long time. I’d never been the shy wallflower type, but for some reason, I took Trinnie’s comments to heart.

      “Hell yeah, those lickable abs, those big guns you’ve got yourself there, not to mention you look hotter than hell itself. But it’s these …” she disclosed, reaching out and lifting one of my hands.

      Her touch felt electric as she lightly traced the veins on the back of it with the pad of her index finger before she turned my hand over and closely inspected my palm. As she trailed her soft fingertips over the creases, it awoke every cell in my body.

      I inhaled a deep breath as her sensual touch continued while my heart rate doubled with excitement. I had never experienced such a strong sexual reaction from such an innocent, physical connection before.

      “These are not the hands of a working man, they’re musicians’ hands, artists’ hands … sensitive hands,” she finally decided in a quiet voice. I stood enthralled, totally captivated by her slow sensual movements.

      I tore my gaze from my tingling palm to her pretty face and our eyes locked in a moment that almost took my breath away. My heart fluttered in my chest, and I swallowed roughly because of the kick of the brief connection we had. When my gaze drew out for a second longer than was comfortable, she looked away.

      “Did you just hit on me, Trinnie?” I asked playfully.

      “Not yet,” she replied and shook her head. “But if we’re going to be neighbors, who knows what might happen in the future. You might get lucky,” she retorted deadpan. I let out a hearty laugh and I realized it had been a while since I’d laughed that freely with someone who wasn’t in my immediate circle.

      “Oh good, something to look forward to,” I joked, still chuckling.

      It had been a long time since I had felt an instant attraction to a woman that wasn’t just purely sexual. Trinnie was stunning, witty and a wonderfully uncomplicated blast from my past. She was a connection to the old me and from the moment she’d begun to talk, I’d felt a familiar bond with her. Even though we hadn’t conversed at school, I felt as if I’d known her closely for years and I liked the buzz I got from the chemistry between us.

      “I don’t know if I can be friends or not,” Trinnie disclosed and bit her bottom lip.

      My eyes narrowed. “You don’t want to be friends?” My chest clenched with her statement.

      “Of course. But am I capable of being just that? A friend?” She paused and narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you?”

      My eyebrow arched, unsure of her meaning. “Am I capable of being your friend?” I asked, throwing her question back at her, to expand on what she meant.

      She sighed. “What I’m getting at is would we get complicated? I mean can I really be just friends with you or would I want more? Would you?”

      I wasn’t looking to get into another relationship, but Trinnie was the whole package, and I figured most men would want more … single mom or not. My instincts told me she wasn’t the type of woman that hooked up. And rightly so, she was a woman that deserved better than that.

      “Hm. I see the dilemma,” I replied, because the thought of fucking her made my dick stir in interest.

      She looked cute as she twisted her lips in thought and looked over toward the patio doors leading out to the pool. “If I hung out with you here, drank beer and saw you cozying up to another woman would I be fine with that?” she asked herself aloud. “Hm,” she hummed, “I think I might get possessive over some random woman’s tongue sliding over those teeth.”

      “I see,” I replied, biting back a grin and nodded as if I were deliberating her point. “But that’s assuming I’d invite other women if you were here,” I argued, playing along.

      “Right,” she agreed as she considered my argument. “But you’re a rock star … so erm … hello, high sex drive, am I right?”

      I chuckled but didn’t answer. At one time, she’d have been spot on, but I’d been celibate save for my own fist since I’d been in rehab, due to counseling that had brought up my motivation and need for so much sex.

      Since that session, I’d decided I should prove that I wasn’t depending on sex to fill some other void within myself. Plus, I felt it was time that I got my shit together and took care of myself before I got involved with anyone else. When I realized I’d been lost in thought, I glanced toward Trinnie and pinned my gaze to hers. I smiled and broke eye contact when I realized I hadn’t replied to her question.

      “What you’re saying is we could be friends, but with the potential for benefits,” I clarified, scrutinizing her gaze for confirmation as I quietly contemplated that scenario. I found her honest and surprisingly straightforward … as well as smart mouthed. Plus, no matter how good I was trying to be, I was hot for her. I knew then and there if we began as friends, the benefits part would quickly follow.

      She shrugged. “I think you’d ruin me.”

      “Ruin you?” I questioned with a chuckle. The fact she was thinking about what sex with me would mean made me grin.

      “Yeah, I figure you’d be a killer in bed. If not, you’d shatter my illusions and burn every fantasy I’ve ever had in my head about you.”

      “I’m flattered you think so. You’ve fantasized about me?” I asked, amused. Her eyes scanned the length of my torso and I realized I’d absentmindedly stroked from my chest to the waistband of the clean board shorts I’d changed into.

      “Are you kidding me? Show me a woman who hasn’t. My one-time favorite vibrator was called Levi until I wore it out,” she joked in an amused tone.

      I laughed and ran my hands through my hair in another bout of self-consciousness, and she wagged her finger at me. “Oh God,” she said with a theatrical groan in response to my innocent action. “See what I mean?” she muttered in a tone that was half pain, half ecstasy.

      I laughed and shook my head as a wave of lust rushed through me. Instantly, I’d had a notion to lift her onto my kitchen counter right then and there, to make a move on her. I fought that primal urge because my gut told me not to take advantage; to get to know her better, and to not let my dick take charge like it usually did when I was attracted to someone.

      I sighed. “I should warn you, I’m not looking for another relationship right now. I need time to adjust to life on my own.” I felt it important to be clear that getting involved with any woman was on the back burner until I had gotten my career and my head straight again.

      “Now you’re assuming you’d only have to click your fingers and I’d let you have at it,” she said, gesturing to her amazing body.

      “I’m only reading into what you said,” I said, chuckling. “Forgive me if I read you wrongly.”

      “I said I hadn’t decided, so don’t go getting ahead of yourself,” she replied with a coy smile. “I just ditched a guy I married in haste. I won’t make a mistake like that again.”

      “Not the marrying kind,” I offered and grinned at being put back in my place. I stood and wandered over to the coffee pot. Lifting it up, I topped up my cup, held it up in a silent gesture to ask if she wanted more and she shook her head. “Well, I guess you’ll let me know soon enough, if you’re going to be hanging around,” I teased to let her know my present position would eventually change.

      “I’d love to be friends. It’s been a while since I had male friends since fuckhead at the zoo couldn’t accept that I like the company of men. I find they are much less complicated and bitchy than women. It wasn’t as if I’d wanted to fuck all of them.”

      “Not all of them, just some of them then?” I teased. “Good to know,” I joked and then squinted sideward at her. “Wait, do I have competition for your male friendship out there?”

      “Levi you’re the kind of guy that doesn’t have competition.”

      “And now you’re blowing smoke up my ass. But … I like you, Trinnie. You are a very cool chick, and you’re welcome to visit anytime you want, when I’m home.”
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      Trinnie

      That guy looks just like Levi Milligan. Oh. My. God. It is Levi!

      The moment I saw him emerge from the blue, crystal-clear ocean a sudden burst of adrenaline made my heart skitter up to the back of my throat. At first, I thought it was wishful thinking on my part, but with each stride he took closer, it became certain that it was the man version of a boy I’d worshiped in the past.

      Did I die and go to heaven?

      My excited heart pumped so fast, it felt as if it had doubled in size inside my tightened chest, while my rapid pulse vibrated throughout my whole body. It had been many years since I’d seen the gorgeous Levi Milligan in the flesh and in those first few seconds of recognition, I’d found it hard to breathe.

      Levi appeared as laid back and relaxed as I had remembered him. We walked across the road to his place, and although I had tried to appear casual my legs had felt like Jell-O as I strolled next to him.

      “Just a sec,” he’d said as we’d entered his house, and he’d immediately stepped into a guest bathroom near his front door. Waiting like he’d asked, I stood where he’d left me.

      My curious eyes scanned the foyer before I glanced at the bathroom Levi disappeared into. I was still contemplating the usefulness in realtor terms, of this restroom when I glanced toward the door and almost swallowed my tongue. Frozen to the spot, I saw the thirsty sight of Levi Milligan shoving his board shorts down his strong muscular legs.

      As he stepped out of them, my breath hitched and my sex clenched from how fantastic his deliciously toned body looked from behind. Oblivious that I had a perfect rear view of him, Levi reached out, and stepped back into view with a fresh white towel in his hand.

      Standing completely enthralled with my gaze transfixed to his fabulously, perfect ass, I openly gaped as he spread his legs wider and dried his groin as I looked on from behind.

      Even though he had his back to me, his impressive stance had me mesmerized. As he leaned away to get something again, one foot came off the ground before he straightened in view again, with a fresh pair of shorts in his hand. While he stepped into these and pulled them up, I quickly averted my gaze before he turned around.

      “That’s better,” he said, casually padding out onto the cool marble floor with his bare chest and feet on display. He mussed his long hair with his fingers as I held my breath. “Are you wet?”

      My heart stuttered to a halt and for a second, I thought he’d seen me watching him. “Huh?” was all I could offer because at that point, I was still trying to assimilate the mouth-watering, sensory overload I’d inadvertently seen.

      “Wet? Are you wet? Do you need to change out of your bikini bottoms?” he asked, gesturing toward my body. I glanced down at myself and realized I had been so wrapped up in meeting him it hadn’t occurred to me to pull something over my bikini.

      Sweet Jesus. I almost groaned aloud, but somehow, I managed not to show how flustered I felt by the filthy thought he’d conjured up in my mind by his innocent comment.

      Holy hell, who could blame a girl’s mind for going to the gutter after seeing Levi in all his naked glory from behind.

      After my impromptu peep show, it was challenging to stand next to him and not wonder what he had hidden behind his loose board shorts, now that I had his rear-view image burned into my brain.

      I diverted the conversation to how elegant his home was, but even then, the topic of conversation reverted to Levi, and I found myself confessing that I had always sensed he was different and destined to do something great with his life.

      The conversation between us had been light and flirty for the most part, and despite my best efforts at distracting myself, my gaze felt magnetized to that fabulous mouth of his. A couple of times when he’d smiled, it had left me breathless. This had led to a few silences that may have stretched out a tad too long.

      After a while I became overawed by his presence and decided at that point I should leave. Before I did, I had wanted to give him an opportunity to keep in touch with me should he really want to form a friendship and he wasn’t just being polite.

      “So how will this work? This friendship we’re going to have. Will your people leave a message you’re having friends over?” I probed, not quite sure what exactly each of us had agreed to.

      “I don’t know. I mean my people don’t call my friends for me. I do have a private life sometimes,” he replied playfully. I pulled my wallet out of my beach bag and slid my business card toward him on his granite counter with one finger.

      “Okay, I’m going to make this easy. You have my number, call me—or not. I’ll leave that up to you. I’m guessing since I’m local there’s a remote chance, we may bump into one another again on the beach,” I reminded him. I was impressed how cool I’d sounded because I certainly hadn’t felt that way.

      What the hell are you doing, Trinnie? You’re not the only person you need to think about. You have too many responsibilities to get tangled up in something you can’t handle. You’ve barely left your marriage, and you have a nine-year-old daughter to think about.

      Levi lifted the card and studied the embossed writing. “Licensed Realtor, huh?” he asked as he strummed his thumb slowly over the raised letters of my name. My heart pumped faster for the attention he gave the details. His gaze shifted from the card to look at me and he flashed me that impeccable smile of his. His light gray eyes stole my breath as he held me captive a moment longer than was comfortable for me.

      Shuffling his stool a little closer, he leaned forward and for one stupid, breath-taking second, I considered he might kiss me. My heart pounded as his mouth appeared to close in on mine, but disappointment crushed me when it brushed past my cheek. A pang of desire paralyzed me when I felt his warm breath at the shell of my ear.

      “I can’t wait to call you, Trinnie Dixon,” he whispered, straightened up on his stool and gave me a slow, sensual smile. Relief and disappointment warred for position in my mind as I cleared my throat, sighed and reluctantly jumped down from my counter stool.

      When I stumbled a little, I instinctively put out my hand and it landed on his knee. He glanced from my hand to my eyes and a slow smile crept over his face.

      Swiping my hand back, I held it to my chest by my wrist. “Well, on that note, I’d best get out of here while I can still breathe,” I said honestly. Levi laughed but I wasn’t joking, not that he knew that. “It’s been a pleasure,” I muttered wistfully.

      Without waiting for him to accompany me, I wandered toward his front door. As I was about to turn the handle, he leaned past me, covered my hand with his and pulled the door open. Sparks of electricity shot through my body, and I glanced over my shoulder to look at him.

      “Trust me, Trinnie Dixon, the pleasure was all mine.” I felt breathless as butterflies swarmed in my belly from his brief touch. Heat radiated off him as the smell of the ocean and clean man invaded my senses. For a second, I became intoxicated by him and almost turned my body toward him.

      Sliding my hand from beneath his, I took off out of the door and propelled myself forward onto his porch, skipped down the three steps to his pathway and began to walk away. Sensing he was still standing watching me, I became conscious of my ass cheeks wiggling with every step in my bikini bottoms. I cursed the fact I wasn’t one of those ultra-cool girls that had their shit together no matter what the circumstance.

      Don’t turn around. Play it cool, you can do it.

      Cool was the only way to play it with a man like Levi, and although I hadn’t wanted to leave, I had made myself do it. The best way to kill a friendship is to be demanding of someone’s time. The last thing I wanted was for me to come off as clingy or to give him an impression I’d be hard work.

      As I approached his security gates, they slowly opened. By then I believed I’d made the right decision, even if I had been reluctant to walk away. I figured had he wanted me to stay, Levi would have attempted to stop me—but he didn’t.

      Who would ever have thought I’d tell a rock star not to get ahead of himself? A satisfied smile curved my lips, but I should have been telling myself those wise words. I’d pushed past my insecurities from the past, but that didn’t mean there would be anything more in the cards for me with Levi than a casual, neighborly friendship.

      When I had recognized him on the beach, I’d almost let the opportunity to know him slip away. Then in a split second, I took my chance to correct a regret I had carried since I’d been a child. Back then I had felt too ugly and insecure to talk to him, but now I was secure in who I was, that I felt if someone didn’t want to know me, it would be their loss.

      The minute he said my name and that he’d noticed me as Gemma’s friend, I almost fell on my back. During those years, I’d felt unseen by him, yet Levi had seen me … and he had known my name. Even if it hadn’t been for the same reasons as I’d noticed him, I hadn’t been as invisible to him as I’d thought I was.

      My cell phone buzzed in my bag as I strolled across the street to my car. Reaching into my bag, I fished it out and I saw a text from an unknown number.

      I pressed the key fob, climbed inside my car and closed the door. After I’d thrown my bag on the passenger seat, I checked the message.

      Private number: You gave me your number so here is mine. Good chat, Trinnie Dixon. Whenever you find yourself hard up for a friend in Key Largo, I think it would be great to do this again. Save my number and call me sometime.

      A grin spread on my face. I sat there for a minute with a racing heart and butterflies in my belly, then I read the message again.

      A memory came to mind of how girls had held their breath whenever Levi passed by them in school, I know I had back then, and from the way I was reacting to him now, nothing had changed that much.

      Although Levi was the front man for a huge band, he appeared as if he were oblivious of how quickly people were drawn to him. This was the same in middle school, the girls all loved him, but unlike the rest of the popular boys, who behaved cocky, arrogant and made rude and cutting remarks to anyone who looked different, Levi wasn’t like that.

      I smiled when I thought of Gemma Collymore who had pegged him right when she said she thought Levi was too cool for school.

      When I’d approached Levi on the beach, I had only expected a couple of minutes of polite conversation. But now I felt unprepared for the instant connection I’d found, and dare I say, chemistry we shared.

      The last thing I had anticipated was an invite to his home. I was thankful I could take this in my stride due to my years of training to interact with wealthy, important celebrity clients like him, in my job as an upscale property realtor.

      Me: I run my business from this number. Don’t start acting all clingy and demanding or I might have to block you.

      I had no hesitation in sending the message because I figured we were on the same wavelength and my text would make him smile. With a racing heart, I smiled widely, and saved his number to my contacts as Oral B in the event my cell phone ever got stolen, before I stowed my device on the handsfree docket.

      As I turned on the engine of my car a grin split my face and I glanced across at his house. Life is stranger than fiction.

      Who would have thought my regime of a morning swim would ever lead me to be friends with Levi Milligan?
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      “You sure you’re ready for this?” Jude asked as I sat with one leg over my knee tuning my blue Gibson SG guitar. Jude had been spending a lot of his time in New York since he’d bought a place as a base for his son, Bailey. Although I’d visited him a couple of times since I’d left rehab, I still felt I’d needed my own space at times.

      “Can’t wait, dude. I’m itching to get back out there, lay down some new tracks and do some live gigs again. When I’m done tuning this up, I want to play you these cool new riffs I’ve been working on and see if you can think of a melody and any lyrics that fit, we can add to them.”

      It had been over two months since I’d left the sanctuary of rehab and due to the lull in our touring schedule, I’d retreated to my home in Key Largo. It had given me more time to think about what I wanted from life going forward.

      Although he’d tried to respect what I’d told him I’d needed, it was obvious Jude still felt concerned. So, when I hadn’t Facetimed with him or my sister for nearly three weeks, he had flown down to see me after a brief visit to his parents in West Palm Beach earlier that afternoon.

      I had agreed to continue with therapy when the resident shrink at Beachside hooked me up with a psychotherapist who did weekly Zoom calls. I figured as I had felt some benefit from talking about my past, it would help as I faced life again. Talking to someone that wasn’t in the flesh felt better than trekking to their office to sit on their couch, feeling awkward and discussing intimate issues.

      “The chicks are going to go wild when they see the cleaned-up version of you back on stage. You look so fit and healthy … the tan helps as well,” Jude remarked. Chicks were trouble and I wasn’t looking for trouble.

      I glanced down at my strong forearms, my muscular legs and I had to agree. I was in better shape now than I had been when I was eighteen.

      “Good food, clean living and exercise. I’ve bodyboarded and swam every day since I’ve been down here.”

      Jude wandered over to my refrigerator and pulled open the door. “Dude? What are these?” he asked, scowling. He held up three bottles of beer.

      “Beer. What do you mean?”

      “You swore you were still on the wagon,” he challenged.

      “And I am. They’ve been there since before I went into rehab. In fact, I don’t know if they are still good to drink. Maybe you need to check the date on the bottles. Sadie didn’t clean them out.”

      Sadie was my housekeeper, but she made herself scarce most of the time, unless there was someone she’d felt could threaten the cushy lifestyle she had living at my home.

      My buddy stared at the three bottles he held between his fingers. “You haven’t been tempted?” he probed.

      “Nah, I was always a whiskey man, you should know I’ve never been into drinking beer.”

      “I take it there’s no whiskey in the house then?”

      “Give me a break. I said I’ve not touched a drop. When have I ever lied to you? Besides, what purpose would that serve? I’d only be lying to myself, and I’ve sworn not to do that. I don’t need Alcoholics Anonymous either. I shouldn’t need to rely on other people to police me.”

      Jude nodded. “True. You have always been honest, and it was wrong of me to jump to conclusions.” He placed the beer bottles back on the shelf, pulled out a carton of OJ and found himself a glass.

      “Have a beer if you want one. It doesn’t bother me. Paul and Dylan, my neighbors have been drinking around me.”

      “I’m so fucking proud of you, Levi. You had me worried for a while there.”

      “I had myself worried if I’m honest,” I confessed deadpan.

      Jude’s restless body language told me he found our conversation awkward. But I guessed it must have been hard for him since most problems I’d had in the past he’d helped me to figure them out.

      “Promise me you’ll talk to me in the future if you feel like you’re starting to spiral out of control, because the shit you’ve dealt with this past year almost got the better of you.”

      “Thanks, Jude. What would I do without you?”

      “I dunno, but now that I’m with Esther, you’re going to need a new wingman for a start.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “It’s been so long since I’ve gotten laid, I might have forgotten what to do.”

      “Nah, dude, fucking’s like riding a bike. Once you know how to do it, you never forget.”

      “Yeah, that’s true, but I’m going to need to build up to a road race instead of a quick ride around the park though,” I admitted. Jude laughed.

      Setting the carton down on the countertop, my buddy walked over to me, pulled me into a hug and gave me a proud pat on the back.

      “Actually, I’m super proud of you, man,” Jude admitted. “I don’t believe you’re an alcoholic, I want to tell you that. And it feels great to have you back. I can’t tell you how much I missed you. But are you sure you’re ready to go on tour?”

      “Yeah, super ready. I can’t wait to make music again and get back into the swing of things. And as for alcohol, I can take it or leave it. For now, I’m choosing to stay completely clean. That’s not to say I won’t drink whiskey in moderation in the future. But I did use it a little too much as a crutch after Keela left.”

      “I’m going to be honest here,” Jude confessed with a stern look on his face. “Myself, the rest of the band and Bodhi could see that Keela was hurt when you hooked up with other girls. But what made it ten times worse was how you invited her along to party with us, then you’d send her home so you could hit on someone else. That wasn’t cool.”

      “I know. I said I’m ashamed I did that,” I agreed. “Keela had every right to walk away. I treated her like shit. But in my defense, she should never have agreed to an open relationship if she couldn’t handle it.”

      My sex life had been one of the main topics of conversation with my counselors and with good reason. Having a promiscuous father as a role model hadn’t helped. Plus, I had commitment issues sometimes, even after I fell in love.

      When the buzzer on the gate sounded, I was grateful for the interruption to our conversation, and barely held back a sigh of relief.

      “Can we pick this up later? Donnie’s here?” Jude frowned but nodded and gestured toward the gate intercom with an outstretched hand.

      Grabbing the handset, I lifted it and through the small screen I saw our manager’s car. I pressed the gate lock-release button and watched them slowly open.

      “All right, here’s to a fun packed hour arguing with Donnie to build in rest days into tour dates. It’s been a while since we’ve been on the road, let’s hope he breaks us in lightly.”
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      Trinnie: I’m at the beach today but there is no Adonis to distract me.

      Me: Aww, too bad, but if you mean me, I’m with my band up in Miami. First day in rehearsals.

      I stuffed my cell phone in my pocket and shoved open the door of our regular rehearsal space. My senses were instantly filled with the familiar mixture of the smells of polished wood, stale pot and sweat. I immediately felt as if I’d come home.

      “Great to see you, buddy,” Deakon gushed as he grabbed me in a bear hug.

      “It’s fabulous to be back,” I admitted. “In my darkest days I dreamed Joe turned up at the rehab center and told me he’d taken my place.”

      The guys all laughed and Korry muttered, “Dear God, were they pumping you full of hallucinogenic drugs?”

      I chuckled and shook my head as Greg wandered into the rehearsal space carrying his bass guitar case. “Dude. How did therapy go?” he asked, like I’d nipped out some hours before for a haircut.

      “It was amazing. I had five sessions of one on one, three reverse harem sessions with three other guys on the program, and three sessions with two other women,” I joked, making light of the counselling sessions I’d taken part in.

      “What? Eleven sessions altogether? It sounds like you’ve been getting more action than the rest of us put together,” Korry remarked, and slapped my back. “Great to have you back,” he muttered.

      “The gym equipment was basic so what else was a guy supposed to do to keep these sculpted abs?” I joked, and he looked over his shoulder to see me. I lifted my T-shirt and flashed my ripped body because I knew my torso was better toned than ever.

      “Fuck. I expected you to come back all pasty faced and withered looking,” Deakon stated as he stepped forward and pretended to land a punch on my abs.

      I batted his hand away. “What? And let you three have free range on all that pussy action on tour? Sorry, but as your lead singer, I also lead the pecking order. I get first dibs and you lot can fight among yourselves for the rest.”

      Jude and Korry bit back grins, but when Deakon and Greg lost it and laughed, we all joined in. Before I’d climbed the stairs to rehearsals, I’d felt a little nervous but walking in and seeing some of the guys there already settled any anxiety I’d had.

      “Glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” Korry admitted before he got busy and set his keyboard on its stand. He then ducked underneath it and plugged it into an electric cable extension on the floor.

      “Yeah, dude, I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you back and fighting fit,” Deakon chipped in again.

      “I’m feeling the love, but I’d rather not make a big deal of my time away. I can’t wait to get started today. I’ve been working on something new for us to listen to as well. I’ve composed a few melodies to fit with Deakon’s new guitar riffs. I’ve barely touched on this with Jude, but maybe toward the end we can brainstorm some ideas.”

      Thankfully, the guys took the hint that I’d wanted to get on with the rehearsal because they finished putting their gear together and tuning up their instruments. Meanwhile, I got busy setting up some recording equipment to catch any issues on the playback.

      As it had been a while, I naturally jumped at the sudden noise when Jude began beating out a few complex percussions to warm up his muscles.

      The sound of the rhythm he beat out immediately filled my head and made me feel alive. I felt the vibrations from his drum kit resonate in my chest. For a good five minutes I stood watching my buddy with my arms folded. His talent mesmerized me as I took in his sense of timing, power, strength and stamina.

      “Fuck yeah,” I shouted from the top of my lungs and clapped like a man possessed when he stopped, spun his drumsticks around in his fingers, and wiped fresh sweat from his brow. “That’s what I want to hear. Damn, Jude, you haven’t lost it, buddy.”

      “All right.” He beamed a wide lopsided smile. “Let’s hear what you’ve got left in those pipes,” he replied and began making a steady beat on his high hat to coax me forward. In all fairness, I didn’t need coaxing.

      “Yeah, what’s your pleasure,” Deakon asked as he linked his fingers and flexed his arms in front of his guitar. I grinned at the support I felt coming from them, and I felt thankful they weren’t skirting around me like I was a delicate soul.

      “I’ve been keeping my vocals in good shape since the last time you saw me. It was rehab, Deakon, not a vow of silence.”

      Jude and Greg simultaneously played a few beats and although they weren’t the same, they complimented each other. Deakon, Korry and I laughed loudly. Not wishing to keep them waiting any longer, I jogged over to the mic and tapped it twice to test it out.

      Korry began to play the intro to “Dancing On My Own” the slower paced cover from Calum Scott of the Robyn Original. I found it great for breathing control, raising my soft palate, and opening my voice.

      My choice of song lent itself to a gradual slide in my vocal range from my stomach to my chest voice without straining my vocal cords. Plus, ever since I’d heard the lyrics, I’d had an instant emotional connection with the song. It was one of two tunes I used in band rehearsals for warming all of us up before we got down to our own music.

      I sang in a quiet tone, my breaths steady, and my voice sounded polished and melodic. My heart felt full at being in front of my band again and knowing that there was no ill will toward me for the time I’d taken away from them for my personal issue.

      “Holy shit, that was off the charts,” Jude shouted when I’d finished the song.

      “Goosebumps,” Deakon uttered and showed his arm to Greg who nodded.

      “I think that’s the best I’ve ever heard you sing that song,” Korry agreed.

      A small smile escaped, but I felt determined not to feel or act cocky. I’d been out of practice singing with the band due to rehab and us having downtime after the tour before that.

      Deakon began to play the intro to “Angel” by Aerosmith, the second warm up piece I liked to use because it was another great song to hone my breathing control, but it extended my range to add my head voice and hit those high notes necessary for some of our own songs.

      “Fuck me, you’re completely on point, bud.” Korry glanced toward Jude and grinned before he turned back to me. “Right, boss, are we going with the same set as the last tour for this first week of rehearsals before we mix things up?”

      “Go for it,” I replied. The words were barely out of my mouth before Jude hit the intro to the first number we’d opened with during the previous tour, which just so happened to be one of our greatest hits. As I took a deep breath and prepared to join in with the song, my heart swelled in my chest because it felt great to be back.
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      After an hour and a half of nonstop playing, the guys and I were buzzing.

      “Fuck, I needed that,” Deakon admitted as elation shone in his eyes. He lifted his guitar strap over his head and set his precious, custom ESP Eclipse guitar on a nearby floor stand.

      “Dude, your vocals are off the charts. Did you practice every day?” Greg asked. He cast me an awestruck look which felt strange, but then I reminded myself he hadn’t been in the band very long before we had taken our hiatus, so I grinned and patted his back.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” I replied, giving credit where it was due.

      Greg had come in at a time when we had just started our last tour. Joe, our previous bass player, had become too much of a liability to our band’s reputation. Donnie Grogan, our manager, had given us an ultimatum and threatened to drop us if Joe remained with the band. I’d warned Joe many times about his behavior, but in the end, Donnie had no choice but to cut him loose.

      Dropping Joe from the original band line up had felt like a shitty decision to make, but his drug habit had led him to free fall. His behavior became toxic for us as a band. As a close-knit group we had all grown tired of trying to second guess the next time he’d fuck up. Despite my warnings, Joe couldn’t change and eventually Donnie backed him into a corner.

      “Y’all up for a party?” Deakon asked as he unplugged his jack from an amplifier and began to wind it up.

      “I dunno. It depends on whether Esther gets here on time,” Jude offered.

      “That sounded a bit non-committal,” Korry suggested. “I’m in.”

      “I haven’t seen Esther for five days,” Jude grumbled, unwilling to commit to hanging out at a party when he could spend time alone with my sister.

      “She’s flying here? Isn’t she in that musical on Broadway?” Deakon asked.

      “She is, but the dancer she was stepping in for when she hurt her ankle came back last night.”

      “And that pushed Esther back into the ensemble again?” Korry asked.

      “Yeah, she’s bummed about that. But at least it’s allowed her to take some time out. No one misses one of the backup dancers.”

      “I’m in,” I said, making up my mind about the party after Jude had finished talking.

      “Yes,” Greg said. He looked delighted by my decision and pumped his fist.

      “What’s with the fanboy adulation all of a sudden?” I asked Greg. I eyed Deakon warily and he cracked me a grin.

      Greg looked a little confused and shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Great, it’ll be like old times,” Deakon remarked, ignoring that Greg had spoken as he carefully stuffed his guitar cable into the sewn-in pocket of his guitar case. He lifted his awesome guitar like it was made of porcelain, then carefully laid it inside the case, closed the lid and snapped the metal fasteners to secure it in place.

      “We’ll be there,” Jude interjected, amending his original remark. Which I knew was in response to my decision.

      “There’s really no need to come with us. I promise you, I’m fine,” I told him.

      “I know. But Deakon’s right. It’s been a while since we got down and partied, and I’m sure Esther will want to see you as well, so …”

      “All right, but if you start following me around like you’re my dad, I’m gonna knee you in the balls,” I warned with a smile. When Jude gave me a deadpan stare, I figured he knew I wasn’t kidding.

      “Good, then that’s settled. Screaming Shadows are going to show our loyal front. When they see us all together in one place, they’ll get the message we’re back from our break, and when word gets around we’re going on tour, they’ll be clambering for position to support us,” Jude stated.

      As I headed downstairs toward my car, I pulled my cell out of my pocket and saw another text from Trinnie waiting to be read.

      Trinnie: Hope you had fun at rehersals. I’m spread out here in the sun catching some rays. “Somebody to Love” by Queen is playing on shuffle and I think it only right I tell you … I think your voice is every bit as good as Freddie Mercury’s.

      Me: And flattery will get you everywhere.

      I hit send and mulled over her comment. If only… Freddie Mercury’s voice was far beyond mine.

      Me: What are your plans for next week?

      I tapped my phone on my chin as I made it the rest of the way to my car. Did I want to cultivate this thing with her? She seemed a little sweet for my usual taste. I considered her comment about her husband and from that I took that she’d had a good sex life at one point. The possibility of starting something with Trinnie could be messy if she lived so close to my home.

      Trinnie: I’ll be back in Key Largo from Miami on Thursday.

      Me: I’ll message you when I get home, and we’ll catch up.

      I tucked my cell phone back in my pocket and promised myself I wouldn’t jump into something with the first pretty girl I felt an attraction to, before I had my head straight.
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      My guts churned nervously as I approached Rick Fars from behind at the party we were attending. When I tapped him on the shoulder he glanced back at me, and his eyes instantly darkened in a glare.

      “Can we talk for a minute?” I asked as my heart rate spiked to an uncomfortable pace.

      “Do we have anything good to talk about?” he asked pointedly.

      I couldn’t blame him for his reaction. After all, I had almost hooked up with his bandmate’s wife as we partied into the New Year down in The Keys, when I was drunk.

      In fairness, Aaron Chamber’s wife, Elisia, had hit on me, and I’d had no idea who she was. The last time I’d seen anything public about Aaron, Rick’s drummer, he had been hanging with a supermodel from Victoria Secret.

      “You can make this as hard as you want, Rick. But the fact that I’ve been man enough to approach you, should tell you I want to clear the air between us.”

      Rick looked at Jed, his bodyguard, then back to me and sighed. “Come on then, let’s get it over with. I’m here to relax, dude. I don’t want to be wound up tight by some horny rocker who can’t keep his dick in his pants.”

      “Ditto,” I replied. Rick was the last person who could call anyone out on their sex life, when there used to be a different story weekly in the tabloids about his latest conquests. He gave me one of his ‘Don’t fuck with me’ stares, but his mouth let him down when it broke out in a grin.

      “You’ve got balls, I’ll give you that,” he answered with a chuckle as he signaled to Jed. His bodyguard slid a glass patio door open that led onto a deserted veranda at the side of the house. It felt like an ideal spot for a quiet word as we were tucked away from the prying eyes of the other partygoers.

      “New Year’s Eve,” Rick barked, to highlight the incident in question. He took out a cigarette, flicked open an old Zippo lighter and lit it by taking a couple of puffs. With a sharp jerk of his wrist, he flipped the lighter closed, and stuffed it back in his pocket.

      “Yeah, that,” I agreed, as he pointed his fingers holding the cigarette toward me.

      “First, I meant no harm,” I began. “I’m not the type of guy that goes after another man’s wife. I had no idea who she was.”

      “So Lennie told me,” Rick disclosed.

      His comment surprised me since I had no idea how his partner and lead guitarist from the band, XrAid, could have known this. Then I wondered if Lennie had suggested this to Rick, to cover my ass.

      “We hadn’t seen you guys for a couple of years,” I explained, “and Aaron was with that Astrid or whatever the girl’s name was … the Victoria Secret model. She hit on me, and she made no secret about it as well.”

      Rick took a long drag of his cigarette and blew out the smoke. Seeing this made me reach for a rolled-up joint I’d put behind my ear with no intention of smoking it. I inspected it before I placed it in my mouth, lit it and inhaled a long deep drag of it. I felt an instant hit from the cannabis.

      “Elisia …” Rick corrected, “and I can see that,” Rick said after contemplating my comment. “His chick used to be a porn star … probably used to more than one dick a day,” Rick mused.

      That thought made me shudder and Rick chuckled. “Anyway, I’m thankful that Bodhi and Jude had me covered. But I respect you and I felt obligated to clear the air.”

      Rick was true rock royalty and so well connected we all knew he had the potential to fuck with our networking ability. It was out of respect for my bandmates that I’d decided to make peace with him.

      From my perspective, what I’d done was none of Rick’s business. Aaron should have kept his wife on a tighter leash or never married a porn star who was so loose with her morals in the first place.

      “Listen, dude, I was harsh on you that following day. I had a hangover from hell, and it had been almost a week since I’d seen Coral and Lennie.” He shrugged. “What can I say? I was cranky because I didn’t get very much sleep.”

      “Well at least someone got laid that night,” I chipped in, making light of the fact that I hadn’t.

      “As I recall, I wasn’t the only one. Didn’t Jude Collymore hook up with your sister?”

      “That wasn’t a hook up,” I shot back, quick to squash Rick’s assessment in defense of my sister. “They used to have a complicated relationship. But they worked it out that night. And I’m happy to say, they’re still together.”

      “Then Jude Collymore’s one lucky bastard. Your sister’s a stunning looking girl.”

      “She is and he is,” I agreed on both counts. I glanced through the patio door and saw Deakon and Korry talking to two groupies we’d seen before. “So, are we all good?” I asked, wanting him to state if he had any more issues.

      “Nah, I’m not finished. The deal about Aaron’s wife—I’m over it. He’s over her as well. He caught her fucking one of our ex-roadies while she thought he’d gone to the dentist. Aaron caught the guy balls deep in her asshole.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered, instantly viewing Bodhi and Jude’s interruption that night as divine intervention.

      “That’s what he said,” Rick barked with a laugh and Jed laughed right along with him.

      I chuckled and ran a hand through my hair. “Sounds like she was too hard to handle, and it wasn’t just me she hit on.”

      “Well, she’s handling things with one hand these days, because Aaron cut her loose the instant he saw her with that dude.”

      “Can’t say I blame him,” I agreed.

      “Me neither,” Rick nodded. “Anyways, no hard feelings about what happened. I felt shitty I lost it with you. Lennie gave me a stern dressing down about that. So, what do you say I make it up to you and we do a joint headline tour? Screaming Shadows and Cobham Street,” he said, making like he saw a banner above his head with his hands.

      “Would that be the billing order?” I pressed playfully, milking his apology.

      “Don’t push it, Levi Milligan. You guys are big cheese these days, but Cobham Street are still legends. He took his cell phone out of his pocket and handed it to me. I added my number without him having to ask.

      “Or dinosaurs,” I teased, handing him his cell back. “But I’m sure the band would be over the moon to go on the road with you old guys.”

      He chuckled and shook his head as he bit back a smile and my phone vibrated in my pocket. “Save my number and don’t make me regret the offer. I’ll get my team to speak to Donnie and we’ll make that happen. I’m sure we can work something out.

      “I’m a fan of what you guys do. Besides, it’s the least I can do for fucking with you the way I did. Anyway, now that we’ve taken care of business, as fun as this has been, there are a few old friends of mine hanging out in there that await my attention.”

      “Thanks, Rick,” I said again.

      “Good talk,” he replied, slung his arm around my shoulder and gave me a one-sided hug. “Your features are looking a bit pinched. Go find some pussy to get lost in. You look hard up and I’m guessing by that expression it’s been a while.” I laughed and shook my head at how perceptive he was. “Good job on the rehab by the way, you look fit,” he remarked as Jed pulled the door open and Rick stepped inside.

      His awareness of where I had been only served to remind me why he had survived in the music business so long. Nothing much got past a Rock God like Rick Fars.
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      God alone knows how much weed I smoked during the night, but I was pretty spaced out and at one point found myself sitting on a couch with a chick sucking my dick like she was a popsicle tester.

      “Dude, you might want to take that somewhere else,” I heard Deakon’s voice say. Then I heard his sharp tone call my name, and I realized he was talking to me. “You need to quit that shit and take that somewhere else,” he repeated.

      His voice had a note of urgency to it, enough to concentrate my hazy focus in his direction for a few seconds when I opened my eyes.

      “Jude and your sister just rolled up and although it looks like you’re enjoying yourself, I’m pretty certain you don’t want to embarrass your sister by showing her your tiny dick,” he warned.

      Flashing him a sloppy grin, I reluctantly shoved the chick’s head away from my groin. “Nothing tiny about this beast,” I said, nodding down at my swollen, thick erection.

      “Put it the fuck away. Fortunately for you, Jude scanned the room as he came in the door, and when he saw what was happening, he steered Esther toward the kitchen. He grabbed me as I came down the stairs and had a word in my ear to make you decent.”

      “And here you are.” I gestured theatrically toward him with one hand as I made an uncoordinated effort to fit my straining dick back in my pants against its will with the other. “Fuck, it’s too big,” I muttered to myself when I couldn’t get my zipper closed.

      “Yeah, yeah, all the girls say that, until us guys with big cocks make them smile,” he remarked deadpan as he dragged me to my feet. “I’m not handling your junk dude, but I’ll hold you steady until you make yourself presentable.”

      Fortunately, the chick that had been making a meal out of me volunteered to get my dignity back in check, while a feeling like I was floating made me sway on my feet. “There,” she said as she patted my still hard cock that ran from my zipper all the way to my right-hand pocket after she’d zipped me up.

      “Thanks,” I muttered, “and for the awesome blowjob. Pity I never got to finish. Maybe next time, huh?” I babbled, mostly incoherently until Deakon turned me by my shoulders and shoved me in the direction of the doors leading to the garden.

      “What? Are you my babysitter now?” I asked, wondering why Deakon hadn’t already left me to fend for myself again.

      “No. He is,” he replied, nodding. I turned my head in what felt like slow motion and saw Bodhi leaning against the pole of a huge gazebo with folded arms.

      “Well, ain’t you a sight for sore eyes,” Bodhi muttered with a smirk. He shoved off the pole and strolled in my direction. “Have you had much to drink?” he asked.

      “No drink, just weed,” I clarified. “But I guess it’s been a while and my tolerance level for weed might be a little low.”

      “Is that so? Well, lucky I’m here, right?” he asked with a cocky smile.

      “Bodhi, you know I love you, dude,” I mumbled.

      “And that’s the comment I was waiting for. That tells me, you’ve had enough excess for one evening,” he admitted. I stumbled over my own foot and his hand shot out to steady me.

      “Not had any pussy tonight,” I mumbled and chuckled because I sounded sorry for myself.

      “Levi, I think that’s just as well. Looking at the state you’re in, it would be a lackluster effort. The last thing Screaming Shadows needs are rumors their front man is welding some serious wang between his legs but has no idea what to do with it.”

      I laughed and he laughed with me. “I love you, you ugly bastard,” I said, which was far from the truth. Bodhi got hit on almost as much as us guys in the band did.

      “That’s the second time you’ve told me you love me in the space of a couple of minutes.” Bodhi slid his arm under my armpit and turned me in the direction of where I assumed he’d parked his car. “Maybe you just need a little nap. Come on, a quick forty winks in the car and I’ll take you back to the party.”
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      “Mornin’,” Bodhi’s deep voice broke into my sleep as he gently shook me awake.

      “Huh?” I asked groggily as I tried to lean up on an elbow. I opened my eyes and sank back on the bed. For a moment I took in where I was and noted I was in my bedroom in the band apartment in Miami. I had no idea how I’d gotten there, until I vaguely remembered Bodhi shoving me back on the bed sometime earlier and taking off my belt.

      “What happened?” I asked, blinking up at him.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” he probed as he held out two Tylenol and a large glass of water for me to take.

      “The party,” I mumbled, took his offering, and threw the pills into my mouth.

      “Which was about five hours long. I’m talking specifics,” Bodhi said to clarify what he meant.

      “Rick Fars … I apologized about New Year’s,” I added by way of an explanation.

      “How did that go?” Bodhi probed.

      I nodded. “Good, we actually made amends and he invited us to tour with Cobham Street.”

      “Makes that stint in rehab worthwhile,” Bodhi replied, full of sarcasm. Bodhi wasn’t keen on Rick, but he knew, like the rest of us, the influence he had within the music industry. I frowned and he shrugged. “You’ll forgive me for being pissed with him. It was that whole incident you had that drove you to sign in to Beachside.”

      “True. But in all fairness, I had felt I’d needed help since before Keela had left me. And by the time I’d had my run-in with Rick, I wasn’t happy with who I’d become.”

      “Since you drove Keela away, you mean?”

      His comment stung, but it was no more than I deserved. “Seriously, Bodhi, I’ve had enough shit from Jude about that without you joining in as well.” I sat up and swung my feet to the floor.  My head thumped as I gripped the mattress on both sides of my thighs and drew in a deep breath.

      “Have you heard from her again?” Bodhi asked.

      I shook my head no. “I gave up after several attempts to contact her. She doesn’t want to know. I haven’t tried again since rehab,” I admitted.

      “You are going to bump into her again at some point,” he suggested. “Your paths will cross at some point since she’s a roadie for Pointless Effigy.”

      The mere mention of that band name filled me instantly with rage. There had been bad blood between me and their lead guitarist, Tyler Knott, that stemmed from before we were famous. And as far as I was concerned, the rift that existed between us was unrepairable. I shot Bodhi a glare and he winced.

      “All the more reason to avoid her. Let’s hope we don’t need to be around that lot anytime soon,” I ground out, doing nothing to hide my hatred. It infuriated me that Keela was connected to them, because had she gone home to New York where she came from, I’d probably have at least tried to talk to her.

      “At the risk of having my balls cut off, can I ask what happened between you and Ty?”

      “No. Drop it,” I snapped. I stood and made my way into my bathroom. I still felt a little lightheaded and made a mental note not to smoke weed for the next couple of days, to prove to myself I could do that.

      “Just, no?” Bodhi pressed as he followed me to the bathroom door.

      “End of subject, Bodhi. It’s not something I’m willing to talk about so don’t push it.” I shut the bathroom door, turned and leaned against it.

      Tyler’s name hadn’t been brought up in conversation for years. In fact, I’d go as far as to say my bandmates actively avoided any mention of the guy’s name in my presence. I had valid reasons for hating on him, but they were not up for discussion, and they were also nobody’s business but mine.

      “Donnie’s coming at 2:00p.m. with Bernadette to talk about the TV interviews you’re attending. There’s a recorded one with the band at 4:00 and a live solo one with another network at 7:00,” Bodhi called out through the bathroom door.

      “I remember, but thanks,” I replied before I hit the shower.
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      “I forwarded your text to Donnie last night,” Bernadette said and looked toward Donnie. My curious eyes scanned the table to see who our PA was talking to.

      “Naturally, we wanted to make this happen for you guys, so I reached out to the scheduling team, and this is what we’ve come up with.”

      “Somebody want to tell me what the fuck’s going on? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jude asked.

      Bernadette chuckled and shifted her papers like she was a little ahead of herself. “Sorry, Jude, I thought you knew what we’re talking about since you and Levi are joined at the hip. Levi texted me last night and told me Rick Fars had approached him with an offer for you guys to work with them on tour.”

      “I did?” I asked with no memory of doing that. The guys all chuckled.

      “Or maybe you’d rather forget last night altogether?” Jude muttered and smirked.

      “Wait. Like they want us to be their supporting band? Aren’t we a little past that?” Korry asked, bringing the conversation back on track.

      “I sent you a text?” I questioned to Bernadette. I had no recollection that I had.

      “Yeah, don’t you remember?” Bernadette asked, sounding alarmed. I knew immediately that she’d think I’d gotten drunk and made it up by the look of horror on her face.

      “Chill your jets, Bernadette. Rick did ask us to work together, I just don’t remember sending the text.”

      “Right,” she replied as her body sagged in relief. I glanced at Jude. “And the offer wasn’t for us as Cobham Street’s support act. Rick offered double billing,” I explained.

      “The last time I saw you two was when you were at each other’s throats. How did you manage to pull that off?” Jude asked, surprised. His comment was fair. We had been.

      “Guilt on his part, and it helped that Aaron has dropped his porn star wife.”

      “I knew I’d seen that slut somewhere before!” Deakon exclaimed after clicking his fingers.

      Korry chuckled. “Me too.” They both high fived like schoolboys.

      “Huh? What did I miss? You slept with a porn star?” I asked, still feeling sluggish after my pot filled night.

      “Nah, Aaron’s ex … I only saw her fuck on screen,” Deakon replied like Bernadette wasn’t present in the room.

      “Guys, please. Can we get back on task here? We have a lot on our agenda and you’re going to need to leave soon for the TV station interview,” our PA said, ignoring the porn comments as she pulled us all back into focus.

      During the following ten minutes she rattled off the list of promotional appearances we were due to attend. Some for the band for the week ahead, and one individual interview for me. She handed each of us a printed hard copy of the itinerary.

      “This is in the event you don’t check in with your online calendars,” she said as she dished them out. “If I give you a physical copy you have no excuse to tell me later you weren’t aware of something or you create a scheduling conflict in your personal lives. Put it on your notice boards or wherever.”

      “Or stick it up your asses, whatever works. Just don’t let yourselves down. Be professional, courteous and turn the fuck up where and when you’re expected,” Donnie replied in much simpler and less polite terms than our assistant.

      “So, that brings me to the last thing on the agenda for today. The tour with Cobham Street, as I mentioned before,” Bernadette said. “Both teams have been working hard this morning to pull some dates together, and it has potential. We’re just confirming with the last few venues that they can accommodate y’all.” We all sat up and paid attention.

      Donnie straightened in his chair and clicked his pen several times before he spoke. “What Bernadette is saying is that we have nine confirmed venues and three replies outstanding. We should know by tomorrow. But we figured if Rick and the rest of Cobham Street are willing to tour in the next week or so we could fit a short tour in ahead of your own scheduled tour appearances,” he said, expanding on our PA’s explanation.

      “You want us to do two tours back-to-back?” I asked. “I never dreamed it would happen that quick.”

      “Rick’s happy with this arrangement. The original tour we’ve put together was designed as a ‘soft landing’ for you coming back, Levi. Screaming Shadows’ tour is only nine shows in twenty days. Starting in seven weeks’ time. If we can do twelve shows in 21 days it still leaves around a month in between,” Bernadette reasoned.

      “And the Cobham Street’s promotional team have cleared all these dates as well?” I asked.

      “They have. Especially since two of the venues are offering three nights in one place and another one has a scheduling window for two. So, we’re only talking about five or six States.”

      “Lock it down,” Jude said quickly. “As long as you’re cool with that,” he added, glancing from me to the rest of the band.

      “What’s there to think about?” Deakon asked, agreeing.

      “That’s settled then. Bernadette glanced at her phone screen and sighed. “Okay, the transport will be outside in fifteen minutes. Grab your belongings and don’t keep the driver waiting.”
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      “I hear you’re a tamed man these days. The girl in question must be very special,” the male presenter of TMZ asked, directing his gaze toward Jude.

      Jude chuckled and I loved how laid back he looked when the interviewer asked him the question. “Yeah, not sure it’s possible to completely tame me, but I’m loved up and very happy right now.”

      “So, everyone wants to know who this special girl is. I mean she’s broken the hearts of many of your female fans out there.”

      “I’m sure Esther being with me has broken many more men’s hearts than the other way around,” Jude said. “We’re both kind of private about discussing our relationship. Safe to say, it was an attraction that brewed over time, and although our jobs dictate that both of us need to live separate lives at times, I’m delighted to say we’re making it work for us.”

      “We also appreciate Jude being taken out of commission, it makes us appear more available,” Deakon joked, like the pro he was. He stepped up and took the heat off Jude. This drew the line of questioning away from my buddy, and onto our other bandmates.

      After a few more questions the presenter turned his focus on me. “That brings me to you, Levi. Would you mind me asking what happened to you for the first part of this year?”

      It wasn’t a question that had been on the advanced list we’d been sent, but I guessed that unless the presenter wasn’t ambitious it would have come up anyway.

      “Sure, I took a hiatus away from the band and went to center myself,” I replied honestly.

      “By ‘center’ yourself,” he remarked, using air quotes with his fingers, “you mean you went into rehab?”

      “Sure, I did,” I replied nonchalantly. “I’m not ashamed to say I sought help for some of the issues that plague me. But I want to make it clear that I am not, and have never been a drug addict, nor am I an alcoholic. I went there more for a therapeutic overview of how my life had been before I ever found fame, and to face some of the events from my past that I know have influenced me.”

      “Would you mind telling us what those were?” he asked.

      “Levi’s a rock star,” Jude butted in, “but he’s also entitled to privacy outside of the scope of his work. I feel that question has nothing to do with a general interest in him as a celebrity, for want of a better word, and it has nothing to do with our music.”

      The rest of the band agreed, and Deakon added, “To be frank, we’re so fucking proud Levi was smart enough to know there were some things from his past that he wanted to face head on. But like Jude said, and I think I speak for the rest of us as well when I say, those issues are personal and nothing to do with music, our band, or his fame.”

      “Wow, the protective vibe I’m getting is showing how tight knit you guys are.”

      “You better believe it,” Deakon agreed unreservedly. “We’re not here to talk about our personal lives in any depth. That’s not what our fans pay their money for. They want to hear about our music, what we’re doing next and where they can come and see us.”

      When the presenter understood we were a united front, he steered his questions in a more appropriate direction. Jude subtly tilted his head to one side when we made eye contact and I gave him a small smile.

      If I had been worried about the depth of feeling from the rest of the guys to me not being there for them for a while, Deakon had put that firmly to bed when he’d given the interviewer his answer.
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      “Thanks, guys. I really appreciated your support back there. But you know, I wouldn’t have had a problem telling him the gist of the issues I’ve had.”

      “I know you well enough to know that, buddy. But it’s none of his fucking business. He should have stuck to the script instead of going rogue and us having to shut him down like that. I hope his producer kicks his ass,” Jude remarked, still pissed I’d been put in that position.

      “We’re not doing a TMZ interview with that guy again. I just sent Bernadette a text to that effect,” Deakon chipped in.

      “I don’t need to be saved or anything, Deakon,” I said.

      “I know you don’t. But I’m not having any fucker rag on you for being man enough to seek help.”

      I’d always regarded Deakon as a superficial guy, who played his guitar, got laid and liked to listen to obnoxiously loud heavy metal music. Yet at the interview where I was being faced with questions regarding my difficult childhood, it had been the most outspoken I’d ever heard him be about anything.
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      “You’ve still got a couple of hours before you need to show up for your live interview. Want me to hang around and we can grab a bite to eat?” Jude asked as we stepped out of the elevator on the ground floor of the TV studio.

      “Nah. Go spend time with Esther. I’m sure she’s waiting for you back at the apartment,” Jude looked torn, and I smiled. “Jesus, you’ve got it bad. I’ve never seen you so smitten,” I said, and he grinned.

      “What can I say? She only has one day here.” He shrugged. His comment said he was in love with my sister, without having to say the words.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m not drinking or smoking tonight. I have no idea why that weed hit me like that. Maybe I don’t have the tolerance levels for it anymore. That or some fucker spiked my peach tea last night.”

      Jude laughed. “Fucking rock star who asks for a peach tea at a party. Being on the wagon doesn’t jive with what I saw last night when I walked into that party. I almost choked when I saw that girl going down on you.”

      “She almost choked as well,” Deakon remarked, and snickered.

      “Fuck. Esther didn’t see anything, did she? I obviously had no idea what the hell I was doing, letting a chick suck me off like that. And in full view of everyone?” I asked, cringing. I was a hot-blooded guy and I’ll admit I wasn’t shy, but public sex really wasn’t my thing.

      “Fortunately for you, no. As I came through the door, she was talking to Bodhi. I naturally scanned the room to see who was there and my gaze came to a screeching halt when I saw what was happening with you. I immediately pulled Esther’s face into my chest and talked a pile of crap until I steered her into the kitchen.”

      “Fuck me. That wasn’t how last night was supposed to go,” I muttered.

      “On the way past the hall to the kitchen I saw Deakon come down the stairs. I said Levi now, and he took off like a bat out of hell.”

      I chuckled. “Jesus, he saved my ass?”

      “Must have. I’d guessed Bodhi had taken you home when you both went missing.”

      “No weed for me today,” I mumbled, and Jude started laughing.

      “Definitely not, you’re going on live TV in a couple of hours. You might have gotten away with your dick out of your pants last night, but even a rock idol would lose their appeal if they did it on national television.”

      “Are you coming, Jude?” Korry called out from the back of the SUV waiting to take them back to the apartment.

      “Go. Have fun, I’ll text and find out where you all are when I’m done.”

      Sliding my hands into my jeans’ pockets, I watched Jude climb into the SUV. Bernadette opened the passenger door and stepped out onto the sidewalk to accompany me. “Bye, boys, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she called out as she wandered up next to me.

      I laughed because I’d never seen Bernadette be anything but straitlaced, and I figured they’d be in for a boring night if they stuck to her advice.

      “All set?” she asked as a black sedan pulled up beside us.

      “Bring it,” I replied as the driver held the door open and I gestured her inside.

      “How did it go?” she asked when I’d settled in beside her and the driver had set off for my next appointment.

      “Good. The boys were amazing.”

      “Hm, that’s a worrying sign,” she said with a smile. “There’s usually some drama or other.”

      “So, what’s the brief this evening? Can I mention about Cobham Street?”

      “I got the go ahead while you were in the studio. Rick’s happy for you to announce the tour. I think his words were something like, ‘Take the glory, but remember we’re top billing’.”

      I chuckled. “Definitely Rick,” I replied.

      My cell buzzed and I smiled when I saw a message from Trinnie.

      Trinnie: If you’re home the day after tomorrow, I might just happen to be passing your house. Want some company?”

      I pressed to call and lifted my cell to my ear.

      “Are my texts not good enough that you need to hear my voice?” Trinnie asked, all full of piss and vinegar.

      “Hello to you too,” I replied, deadpan.

      “The day after tomorrow sounds good. What are you thinking?”

      “Not thinking, that would be dangerous,” she said suggestively.

      I chuckled. “Come over for lunch.”

      “Is that code for something or are we really going to have something to eat?”

      “A guy’s got to eat,” I replied with a smile and slumped down a little in my seat. “So …”

      “Lunch. Any allergies I should know about?” she asked, like she was a fucking nutritionist.

      I laughed and heard her laugh with me. “Just get your ass over to my place by 1:00 p.m. and leave the rest up to me.”

      “Oh, this is the masterful version of the rock star, huh? I like, Levi. No, correction, I like it a lot.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” I said honestly.

      “Not if you serve me shellfish, you won’t. I was asking if you had any allergies. I do. Since you’re serving me lunch, I figured you’d want to know I’m allergic to shellfish.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll let Sadie know.”

      “Sadie? Is she coming as well?”

      “I fucking hope so. I have no idea how to cook.”

      Trinnie sounded a little perplexed, but she forced a chuckle. “One more thing,” Trinnie said. “Dress code?”

      I laughed again. “I couldn’t care less if you turned up naked or in your Sunday best.”

      “Hm, that gives me some food for thought … although not shellfish,” she replied.

      “Has anyone ever told you, that you’re crazy?” I asked.

      “I must be if I’m befriending a hot ass rock star.” Without saying anything else she ended the call and I chuckled.

      “That sounded fun,” Bernadette remarked, feeding off my side of the conversation.

      I cast her a sideward glance and smiled. “I certainly hope so,” I replied with a wink.
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      “Are you okay?” Bernadette asked as my cell phone blew up the moment I’d turned it back on.

      “Yeah, no more than I expected really. But fuck me, they did their research. That was one brutal interview.”

      “I’ve already made a complaint to the network. David had no business airing your private traumas in public like that. How is that entertaining to listen to on a Saturday night?” Bernadette asked.

      “Well, it’s all out there now. Nothing else to say about it. If I’m asked again in the future, I’m going to turn it back on the presenter and ask how they would answer those questions if they were me,” I said.

      My cell phone rang again and when I glanced at my screen, I saw eight missed calls. Five from Jude, one from Deakon, and two from Esther. As I was deciding who to call back first, Jude rang again.

      “I’m going to have that fucking guy for putting you through that,” Jude screamed loud enough that Bernadette could hear as well.

      “Jude, please calm down. I’ve already made—” Bernadette began

      “Bernadette, if you can’t keep these people on a leash then you shouldn’t be our PA,” he barked, cutting her off in a fit of temper.

      “Stop it, Jude. It’s not all her fault,” I said. “I got slaughtered the moment I stepped out there. They knew all about my open relationships with women and asked how I thought it had affected the women I’d dated.”

      A call came in while we were talking, and I pulled my cell away from my ear to see who it was. When Keela’s name flashed up on my screen, I interrupted Jude’s rant.

      “Dude, I’ll call you back in a minute,” I said, closing out Jude’s call. “Can I have some space,” I quickly asked Bernadette. Briskly, I strode away from her as I answered Keela.

      “Hey,” I said softly, even though my heart raced erratically with the unexpected contact. It had felt like forever since I’d heard Keela’s voice.

      “Sorry they put you through that. I had no idea that would happen when I told—” she began.

      “You told what?” Rage instantly replaced any warm feelings I had inside about talking to her again. “What did you tell people about me? Who did you tell?” I barked. “You signed a non-disclosure agreement.”

      Suddenly it hit me as to how the presenter had known so much about the intricacies of my affairs. “I wondered how they had so much accurate detail about you and Siranne. I figured since she’s married, the information he had wouldn’t have come from her.”

      “I was angry—” Keela began.

      “Stop. To be honest, never in a million years would I have thought you could have done something so spiteful,” I said, cutting her off in my rage. “You were the last person I’d have expected to go around telling people our business. I thought it must have been one of our band crew.”

      “I’m sorry. I never would have said anything if I’d thought for one minute—”

      “Who did you tell?” I asked again, completely pissed that one of the hardest issues I found to come to terms with in therapy, had been aired that way on TV.

      “It doesn’t matter now. The information is out there, Levi.”

      “Tell me,” I insisted.

      “Look, I only called to say I was sorry. But I can’t say I’m not still angry at you for the way you treated me. Anyway, now that I’ve apologized, I don’t have anything else to say.” Click.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I bellowed into the air in an explosive rant that echoed through the reception area of the studio, after she hung up on me. “I should sue her fucking ass,” I muttered. I crouched to the floor and leaned my head on my forearms. A few seconds later I stood and paced the floor. “Where the fuck is my transport, Bernadette? Do your fucking job and get me out of here.”

      “Levi,” Bodhi warned as he opened the door to the studio from the street and shot me a dark, silencing look. “Come,” he ordered as he glanced over my shoulder toward Bernadette. “You alright, sweetheart?” he asked. When I turned to look at her, I felt ashamed because our usually unflappable PA stood quiet and broken in the foyer, in tears.
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      “Just get the fuck out and leave me alone,” I snapped at Jude when I’d made it back to the apartment. Jude cast me a wounded look and I sighed. “Sorry. Take my sister out. Have fun in Miami. I need time on my own.”

      “I’m not leaving you like this,” he insisted, and slapped a hand on my back.

      “Dude, I’ll be fine. I need to have an emergency session with my counselor. Please take Esther out for a while because I want privacy.”

      “I’ll hang back with him, boss,” Bodhi offered.

      “No, you won’t,” I barked in frustration. “I’m not a fucking child. Raff’s downstairs and I’m not going out.” Raff was another bodyguard. “Now would you all fuck off and stop smothering me with kindness. This is my shit to deal with and the more you are pushing me in one direction the harder I’ll lean in another.”

      The torn look Jude wore said he was hurt I wouldn’t let him in on this occasion, so I tried to rein in my temper and speak to him in a calmer tone.

      “Please, trust me. I’m not going to do anything stupid. I promise I’ll talk it through with you tomorrow, but right now, I need my therapist to get my head on straight.”

      After a few beats, Jude pulled me in for a hug when he realized I was serious about needing space. “I love you, Levi. Promise you’ll call me if you need me? I’ll be staying local.”

      I nodded and he looked appeased.

      One by one everyone left the apartment, but Raff turned up and I knew I wasn’t completely off the hook. I breathed a sigh of relief when the place fell silent though. I was thankful the penthouse apartment was on two floors, because with Raff on the premises, I didn’t want him to listen in to a counseling session.

      Despite my rage after the interview, I’d had the presence of mind to text Harry Nolan, my counselor, during the ride home. When he’d heard how distressed I was he agreed to an emergency Zoom call, admitting he’d seen my car crash interview on TV only half an hour before.
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      “How did you feel when questioned about leaving Keela to fend for herself at various nightclubs during your time together?” Harry asked in his opening question to me.

      “Like shit, of course,” I grumbled with my heart full of regret. I ran my hand through my hair, embarrassed.

      “Naturally, because we’ve done a lot of work around your need to seek other women out when you were in a steady relationship. However, I want you to think about what the interview taught you about those incidents.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “Half the time I was drunk, and there were times when I felt trapped being with Keela. Also, since I spoke to you a lot about my father and how he treated women, I guess I was emulating some of his behavior without realizing I was doing it.”

      “Good. And what else?” he asked.

      My eyes narrowed for a moment as I stared at Harry’s solemn face while I wondered where his line of questioning was leading me. “I know I feel ashamed because I played out my intimacy and attachment issues with women by refusing to wholly commit to one person.”

      “Because?” he probed to incite deeper reflection from me.

      “I feared rejection, or that I didn’t believe I could be everything to one woman or trust her to be that to me?” Asking myself this question was an admission of sorts that I hadn’t been willing to face.

      “And?” he said, prompting me again to dig deeper.

      “I guess because I thought they’d eventually hurt me, I controlled the narrative by pushing them away with my promiscuous behavior.” I thought a bit more about that and asked, “Did I use that as a test of their love for me?”

      “What do you think? You said Keela left you, and Siranne did too,” Harry reminded me.

      “Those relationships weren’t the same. Siranne wanted an open relationship and with her I thought I did too, but it was me who couldn’t deal with that. I loved Siranne on another level from Keela. I didn’t want to share her with other men.”

      “Yet you expected her to watch you hook up with other women?”

      “Yes,” I admitted, but hearing myself say it sounded all kinds of fucked up because it was such a double standard. Shame washed over me again at how much of an asshole I had been. “I suppose the way I viewed it at the time was that women were different. They want emotional attachments in relationships connected with sex. Me being with other women was only sex. There were no feelings involved in those hook ups. I only connected in that way with Siranne.”

      “But you also had feelings for Keela?” he asked.

      “Not on the same level as Siranne, but yes, I did,” I admitted.

      “Yet you continually hurt Keela and sabotaged your relationship with her by being unfaithful.”

      I didn’t view that as being unfaithful, we’d had an agreement. I covered my face with my hands. “Jesus, am I just like my father?”

      “No, you are not like your father, Levi. That’s making excuses for your actions.”

      “Maybe I thought I didn’t deserve someone as beautiful as Siranne or as cool as Keela. Nothing ever seemed to bother Siranne, she wasn’t the jealous type.” I shrugged. “Maybe she didn’t love me in the same way I loved her.”

      “Was Siranne your first serious relationship?” After hesitating, I nodded. “And Keela?” he asked again.

      “Looking back, I think Keela was a rebound that turned into more. We didn’t argue about anything. She wasn’t materialistic and didn’t push me for more. She’s a beautiful soul and I fucked it up with her.”

      “You knew you were hurting her.” It wasn’t a question.

      “If I’m honest, I did. But at the same time, I figured if she couldn’t handle what I did, then she didn’t really love me.”

      “Was that due to arrogance? Or do you think you were testing if her love for you was unconditional?”

      I shrugged. “Both, I suppose. I’m not proud of how I behaved,” I admitted again.

      “You stated that Keela never asked for anything and tried to tolerate you having sex with other partners. Did you ever consider that she felt she had no choice but to accept what you wanted?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I didn’t care enough about our relationship at that point.”

      “What is it you’re having trouble understanding? We’ve spoken about this at length in past sessions, Levi. You have commitment issues because the people you once loved most in your life left you. You link your mother’s death to her not loving you enough. And then there was your father, who by your accounts, wasn’t a man of commitment himself. According to you, he was a man who used women to satisfy his own needs and who wasn’t an honest man.”

      “So?” I asked, unsure what he was implying.

      “Your mother didn’t leave you because she didn’t love you. She died because she couldn’t face life. Her action had nothing to do with her feelings for you.”

      “I blame my father for what happened to her. And I wish I could go back and tell him this. I have so many unanswered questions inside my head that I’ll never get the answers to.”

      “Such as?”

      “Did my mom know about Esther’s mom and my father’s affair with her?”

      “Would you feel different if you had the answer to that?”

      I considered what he asked and shrugged. “Probably not.”

      “Then you need to stick with the facts and let that baggage go. Knowing the answer to that won’t bring your mom back. Nor would it make your father accept accountability for her death. Even if he was still alive, from how you’ve described him, he wasn’t the type of man who had empathy or would have owned responsibility for much.”

      “Right,” I agreed.

      “Apportioning blame to situations only festers physical illness within us. Grieving your mother’s loss, that is a valid reaction. However, no one can know her thoughts in those moments before she acted. The only thing I can tell you is you were a child when it happened, and you can’t be blamed for her actions.”

      “Keela called after she saw the show,” I said, changing the subject because what he’d said felt too painful to face.

      “And?” he asked with a raised brow. Harry sat back in his chair and folded his arms.

      “She apologized for sharing stuff about her life with me. That’s how the presenter had all that information.”

      He unfolded his arms, dropping them from my view and sat straighter. “How does that make you feel about her?”

      “Betrayed,” I stated firmly.

      “How do you think she felt each time you went with other women?”

      I chuckled at the irony, but I answered honestly. “Betrayed.”

      “And there you have it,” he said, softly and tilted his head to one side.

      My anger meter had been tuned to the maximum before I had spoken to him. But by the end of my therapy session, I felt calmer and more rational for his insight. Even though he hadn’t given me any firm answers as to how I’d behaved, he’d helped me to look objectively inside myself.

      His questions had contributed to reduce my aggravation around my past behavior, but it had left me feeling no less ashamed of my actions. However, I had found the empathy for Keela’s position in our relationship which had been lacking at the time.

      As I closed out the Zoom meeting, I turned to my cell phone and pulled up my music. It was a strategy I’d used during rehab to clear my mind after meeting with my counselors.

      Using shuffle, I’d found solace in random song lyrics that strangely appeared to connect with my feelings which had been stirred from therapy sessions. It was strange how the songs always somehow resonated within me and connected with what I’d touched on with my counselor.

      The intro to a song I recognized began to play, and I shook my head in wonder because it couldn’t have been more apt for my situation.

      As Ryan Tedder began his haunting rendition of “Say (All I Need)” by OneRepublic, I closed my eyes, flung my cell next to my pillow, climbed on my bed and laid with my hands behind my head.

      The song was about broken hearts and learning to heal, and it seemed to tell me to look to myself for answers, learn to breathe through the stress and eventually I’d be able to accept and live with the outcome.

      As I mulled this over another song, “Apologize” by the same band had a similar theme and those lyrics began to play over in my mind without my need to play the song. But the words rang true with me as well because it was too late for apologies with Keela.

      Facing my past meant dealing with regrets and I knew if I didn’t work through the latest stress test, I felt the interview would also become added baggage. I was contemplating this as my cell phone began to ring.

      My heart almost stopped with the pang of shock that hit me square in the chest when I saw it was Siranne. I shot off my bed and paced the room but eventually answered on the seventh ring, right when I thought it would switch to voicemail.

      “Hello?” I answered. Siranne was the last person I’d expected to hear from and from the way my body vibrated with nerves, I could tell I was both ecstatic and anxious she had chosen to get in touch with me.

      “That wasn’t a fair assessment of what went down with us in that interview,” she stated, her voice full of venom.

      “I didn’t bring up my relationship with you,” I protested.

      “I know. I’m not pissed at you,” she clarified. “Who the fuck let you down?” she demanded.

      It took a moment for me to absorb that Siranne was on the phone, and I didn’t reply to her question. Then my anger kicked in.

      How dare she call and chew me out for something she was equally responsible for.

      With that thought, I figured she didn’t deserve to call me up looking for answers. She’d screwed with my head enough times that I’d learned how dramatic she could be.

      “Well?” Siranne probed. “You know it wasn’t me, right? Of course, you do,” she added, answering herself. “But for your information it’s caused one hell of a bust up between me and my husband. Then again, what don’t we argue about? Every little thing is drama with him these days. Me being mentioned in that interview is just another fuck up I’ve made, according to him.”

      It stung to remember that Siranne and I had had such a turbulent relationship. We had both been obsessed with one another. But we’d agreed to an open relationship that had made it toxic. We’d tried to reconnect many times, but after the last time, I’d felt devastated when I’d read in a newspaper that an NFL player had married her only months after our last break up.

      “Look, I know it wasn’t you that gave that information to the network. Like you said, it made both of us look bad.”

      “So, it was her?” she snapped. The animosity in her tone was unmistakable.

      By her, she meant Keela. Siranne had hated Keela at first sight. Yet it was Siranne that had ended our relationship when she’d left me for someone else. “In part, but it was the person she shared it with that sold the story.”

      “Fuck. I warned you about that girl, she had gold digger written all over her. I’m sorry that you were raked through hot coals like that because of her,” she said, sounding far more amenable for the first time.

      “No problem. It’s done, and I survived. It won’t be long before someone else fucks up and it’ll be forgotten,” I remarked, confident it would be.

      “We should maybe grab a coffee next time you’re playing nearby,” she suggested in a sudden change of topic. There was no way I was touching that subject.

      “Just coming,” I said quickly to no one, pretending I was being called.

      “Gotta run, Siranne, take care,” I said before cutting the call with her. Slumping into a sitting position at the end of my bed, I placed my elbows on my knees and supported my bowed head in my hands. “Fuck,” I muttered when I realized the ache in my chest was denial that I didn’t still have feelings for Siranne.
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      Trying to behave as if everything was normal used to come easy for me, but since rehab I had come to accept that when I did that, it was to spare the feelings of others, at the cost of my own. With this in mind, I didn’t attempt to hide how annoyed I was that Siranne had messed with my mind.

      “Do you want me to get that for you?” Raff asked as he leaned his shoulder against the door frame of the kitchen. I’d been banging an icetray that was in the freezer because I couldn’t get the fridge icemaker to work.

      “Fuck me. I’m not an invalid. I can look after myself.”

      “That wasn’t the question I asked,” Raff bit back drily. “Look, I know you’re pissed and rightly so, but if you think reaching for the whiskey bottle is going to solve—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I roared, cutting him off. “Out,” I barked, tossing the ice tray into the sink and rounding the countertop. “Get the fuck out of here and leave me alone.” I strode past him, opened the apartment door and gestured for him to leave.

      Raff shook his head but didn’t argue with me. “This is not the way to go, boss.”

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion. Now get the fuck out before I kick your ass.”

      My eyes narrowed as he wandered toward me at a snail’s pace. “Move,” I yelled as tension fueled by my day overwhelmed me and gripped my body.

      As he passed me, Raff gave me a silent plea with his eyes, but I ignored him and slammed the door shut behind him.

      “Fucking people,” I muttered to myself and headed straight for the alcohol cabinet. Finding an unopened bottle of whiskey, I cracked it open, strode back to the sink and fished out four ice cubes that had fallen out of the tray. Grabbing a wide tumbler, I added the ice and poured a large measure without registering the branding on the bottle. All I saw was the word whiskey and I figured that was good enough for what I had in mind.

      The only thing that would stop me from thinking about Siranne and all we’d been through was for me to get blind drunk. Fuck rehab, fuck staying in control, I thought. Sometimes getting deliberately wasted was necessary to preserve my mental health.

      Picking up the tumbler, I eyed the amber liquid and could already anticipate the burn at the back of my throat as I lifted it to my lips. With one long gulp, I swallowed the harsh-tasting liquid, slammed the glass back on the counter and poured myself another.
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      “Fuck me. Tell Mikey to keep Esther downstairs.” Jude’s distant voice smacked of desperation. I felt myself being lifted out of my comfortable position and dragged backward, but I blacked out before I could make sense of what was happening.

      I became vaguely aware of someone tugging at my clothes and incoherent voices talking, but I felt too tired to open my eyes and the comforting pool of darkness dragged me unconscious again.

      “Levi, come on, wake the fuck up.” Someone was slapping my face before I heard the same voice, I now recognized as Jude’s ask, “Where the fuck is the EMT?”

      “EMT?” I managed to slur, wondering who had been hurt.

      The thought quickly slipped away when I heard Deakon respond sounding worried. “Paramedics are two minutes out the operator said.” My world went black after that.

      “That’s it,” Jude coaxed warmly. “Come on, buddy, you can do it. Open your eyes.”

      For a few seconds I wondered who he was talking to until a hand slapped my face again and I realized he was referring to me.

      I shook my head but had no strength to reply and began drifting under again, but when a hard slap crossed my cheek, I moaned. “Wake the fuck up, Levi,” Jude barked sternly. “How much did he drink?”

      “About three quarters of the bottle,” Deakon replied.

      Who was drinking? Me? Fuck. Siranne.

      The next time I came round, I felt a sharp scratch on the back of my hand. It was painful enough that I opened one eye and looked down at my right hand before my head fell back and I passed out again.

      Eventually, the fluids the EMT flushed through my body brought some level of sobriety to my otherwise hungover body and foggy brain. As soon as I opened my eyes, Jude pounced on me.

      “Jesus, what the fuck were you thinking? You gave yourself alcohol poisoning. You could have died. Three liters of fluid they ran through you to bring you round. You scared the shit out of us all. The EMTs were afraid you’d have a heart attack. And you can thank me for the fact I noticed you pissing into the bathtub or you’d have a catheter in your dick as well.” Jude’s sharp tongue was a measure of how worried he felt.

      “Huh?” I muttered as I tried to sit up and realized someone had stripped me naked and put me in the bath. “How did I get in here?” I asked, inspecting the back of my hand with the drip still attached.

      “We tossed your ass in the bath and ran cold water to try to rouse you. You were lying unresponsive when we came home.”

      From my reclining position I glanced down my naked frame to my legs. The bath had been emptied.

      “The EMTs argued whether to put you on the floor or leave you where you were. Thank God your heart rate and breathing were steady. When they began to discuss that if you developed cardiac issues, they would have had a job to get you out of that tub, I almost had a coronary myself. Eventually, they decided you were stable enough to leave in the bathtub.” The grave look on Jude’s face said it all.

      “Shit,” I grumbled, dragging the hand without the intravenous drip line attached down my face. “I gotta get out of here,” I slurred and bent one knee up, but I soon realized I was still a bit inebriated when it went floppy as I tried to move.

      “Is that him talking?” A strange voice muttered from the hallway before a middle-aged male EMT poked his head around the bathroom door. “That was a close call, Mr. Milligan,” he warned with his eyebrows furrowed.

      “Call him, Levi,” Jude insisted.

      “You’ve seen him drunk and naked, no point in formalities now,” Deakon muttered in agreement, his tone pissed. I glanced up at him, but I felt too weak to call him out on his snarky remark.

      The EMT knelt beside the bathtub and noted my vitals again. “Well, since your bandmates refused to let us take you to the hospital and all your vitals are now back within normal range, I think we can get this out now.” Working swiftly, he took the IV out of my hand and disposed of the used equipment safely. “No caffeine, no drugs of any kind, definitely no alcohol and plenty of water to keep sobering him up,” he instructed. As Jude followed the guy out of the bathroom Deakon came over and sat on the edge of the bathtub.

      “Do me a favor and turn on the faucets?” I asked before I saw the angry glare in Deakon’s worried eyes.

      “Do you a favor? You have no idea how much restraint I am using not to beat the shit out of you. What you put us through tonight was so fucked up. You could have died, and before you think I’m being dramatic, remember what I’ve been through before. What I’m still dealing with,” he said in a rare mention about his family. “Even Joe didn’t get that rat-assed drunk in the time he was with us,” he mused

      “Fuck. You’re no saint,” I protested, “but I’ll admit, I was stupid—”

      “Nah, stupid is making a mistake, what you did was intentional. You had to know you were bingeing.”

      I held my bowed head with both hands. “Not now, Deak, my head’s fucking splitting. Turn on the faucets and get the fuck out of here. I’m not in the mood for a lecture … not after the day I’ve had.”

      “Fine. But we’re not done. When your ass is sober, we’ll be visiting this again, and if I’m still not satisfied, Screaming Shadows might be looking for a new lead guitarist.”

      Deakon shoulder barged Jude at the door as an irritated look passed between them. Deakon then left the bathroom and Jude re-entered.

      “Turn on the faucets so that I can clean up,” I demanded.

      “Only if you promise not to stand up. You’re still drunk,” Jude replied flatly.

      “Yes, Dad,” I replied.

      “And don’t fucking refer to me as your father. He was an asshole and it’s partly his fault you’re in this mess.”

      Jude turned on the faucets, sunk to sit on the toilet seat and folded his arms across his chest. When he met my gaze, he pinned me with a stare before he closed his eyes like he couldn’t bear to look at me, and seconds later a tear streaked down his face. “Don’t you ever put me through that again,” he whispered.
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      It was after 2:00 a.m. by the time I finally laid down in bed. Stomach cramps kept me awake until past 5:00, and by 9:00 I’d been summoned to the lounge where the band, apart from Greg, had been waiting.

      “I knew we should never have left you last night,” Jude muttered as if what had happened to me was his fault. “Esther knew something was up, I passed it off that you were still pissed off with that interviewer. I practically had to shove her on a plane back to New York without her finding out what happened.”

      “I told you we should have gotten rid of the booze in this apartment,” Deakon confessed.

      I scowled at my bandmates when I heard their candid remarks. “Yes, you should have left me. And no, you shouldn’t need to get rid of the alcohol. I’m not an alcoholic, Deakon. I just should have had more self-control in a crisis, is all.”

      “You didn’t look like you were in crisis, dude. Sure, you appeared shaken, but from the sounds of you, I felt that you were dealing with what had gone down in the interview quite well,” Deakon offered.

      “I was dealing with it fine. The therapy session helped a lot too.”

      “So, what was the trigger?” Jude probed. His worried face looked ashen as he shifted closer to me in his seat.

      “Siranne,” I muttered and hung my head low. Even saying her name made my heart heavy.

      “What? Siranne?” Jude asked, surprised.

      “What the fuck did she have to do with this? Surely you’re not still pining after that bitch? Are you?” Deakon asked. Deakon had developed an instant dislike for my ex-girlfriend, the moment he met her. He’d warned me she wasn’t good for me, Korry hadn’t been keen on her either.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think a part of me always will,” I answered tiredly. My heart clenched with my admission. “But I thought I was getting over her … During my therapy sessions while in rehab I discussed my feelings regarding Siranne at length. By the time I left Beachside, I had resigned myself to the fact my relationship with her had to be over.”

      “I don’t understand,” Jude said, frowning.

      “She called me last night, not long after I finished talking to my therapist.”

      “What did she want?” Korry asked incredulously. I glanced toward him and realized he’d been absent from all the drama the previous night.

      “Firstly, to ask how that interviewer got our story. Second to disrespect Keela with a few ‘I told you so’ messages, and lastly, she asked me to call her when we were in town because she wants to meet up. It sounded like her marriage is on the rocks,” I explained.

      “That would do it,” Jude replied as if I’d solved a puzzle for him. “You going off the rails makes sense now. That woman is poison, Levi.”

      “I know. As soon as she asked me to call her, I pretended you were waiting and hung up on her. Guys, I really am sorry for what happened. It wasn’t my intention to hurt myself. I just wanted to get drunk and forget the day.”

      “The EMT said that because you hadn’t been used to a large intake of alcohol, the amount you drank in the short amount of time was too much for you.”

      When I glanced toward Deakon, I was reminded of the substance abuse within his family, and it dawned on me how terrifying my event must have been for him. “Deakon, I’m so sorry. I get it. My behavior was crass. You’ve been so supportive of me, and if I could take last night back and have a do-over, I’d have called you guys or told Raff to keep me company.”

      “Dude, we need you. You’re the linchpin of this whole operation we have going on here. It’s like Queen when Freddie Mercury was no longer an option. You want us to fade into the background because no one can fill your shoes?” Korry asked, putting their futures into perspective.

      “It won’t happen again. I swear it. Two whiskeys max from now on, and only after gigs or on days off.”

      “Enough said,” Deakon muttered. “We’re here for you. But we’ve got to know you’ve got our backs just like we have yours.” I appreciated Deakon and the band’s straight-shooting attitude on this occasion.

      “I hear you and I apologize for all the shit you had to deal with on my behalf last night. You guys are my world, and I won’t let you down from here on out.”

      “That’s all we need to hear,” Jude conceded. “You have me on speed dial. Whenever you feel yourself sinking, use it.”
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      If I had expected things to be strained between me and the band after my transgression, I was happily mistaken. They would never know how grateful I was for that because I felt like shit for most of the day with the mother of all hangovers. My skull felt as if it would split in half with a pressure headache.

      Apart from when I had eaten a light lunch of soup and bread, I lay on my bed and watched mind-numbing TV shows in between falling asleep. But late in the evening there was one highlight in my otherwise cloudy day, when a text arrived from Trinnie.

      Trinnie: Who the fuck does that interviewer think he is?

      Her text told me she’d watched the interview. I felt both embarrassed and surprised that she had felt she knew me well enough already to comment openly on what she’d seen.

      Me: That’s life in the public eye.

      Trinnie: Are you okay?

      Was I? I hadn’t been, but I figured I had to keep going forward.

      Me: Sure.

      Trinnie: Where are you?

      Me: In my bed.

      Trinnie: Alone?

      I snickered because the last thing on my mind was fucking.  I hit the call button.

      “Hey.” It felt oddly right to talk with her, yet I hadn’t wanted to discuss what happened with Jude. I considered as Trinnie was kinda detached from it all, she wouldn’t feel as disappointed in me as they were. But I knew I wouldn’t talk to her about what I did last night.

      “Can we just take a moment here?” she asked playfully.

      “Take a moment?” I repeated, confused.

      “Yeah. Levi Milligan, the famous rock star is calling me again.” I chuckled. “Did you call this time to prove you’re alone?” she asked, sounding sassy. Nevertheless, I could hear a note of curiosity in her tone that she had tried to hide.

      “Yeah, I’m alone. Feeling lonely in fact,” I replied, playing along.

      “If that was an invitation, Levi Milligan, you’re getting ahead of yourself again.” I laughed and realized that even when my heart felt crushed, this woman could still raise a smile from me.

      “Habitual flirt here,” I offered as a way of excusing my comment.

      There was a slight pause before her voice came back more serious.

      “I’m sorry that guy gutted you on live TV like that. How he hijacked you in that interview was a disgrace.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault,” I told her. “He was doing his job, and I suppose I had it coming.”

      “Where did he get such fine detail? Don’t your legal guys make the girls you’re with sign a non-disclosure agreement or something? Hey, wait. Do I need to sign something since we’re going to be friends?”

      I chuckled because touching base with her had quickly become a ‘thing’ in the past couple of days. Trinnie was so easy to talk to and this gave me pause for thought on what she’d asked. I wondered how long it might be before she saw something that could cause issues for me if she shared it. I had no grounds to believe she wouldn’t be like all the rest, but my gut told me that Trinnie Dixon was unique.

      Being able to trust someone at face value was a rarity in my business, but I realized with her, I did. It was a refreshing feeling. “That depends,” I replied because I didn’t feel prepared to disclose that thought.

      “On?” she probed.

      “How much you get to know me … or how much I want you to get to know me.”

      “Oh, listen to you, like you get all the say. I might want an NDA to protect myself from you,” she added, sounding serious.

      “Draw it up, I’ll sign anything you want,” I remarked with a slow smile. Trinnie had a knack for bringing out my lighter side and I realized my smile had stretched into a grin.

      “You’ll sign anything?” she challenged with a high note of disbelief. She sounded amused and my grin widened.

      “As long as it’s not a blank check, a marriage certificate, a mortgage application for a house you want, or access to my dental records,” I joked, chuckling.

      “Ouch, not even the dental records, huh? Spoilsport. You’re really playing on my teeth envy right there.”

      We laughed and eventually fell silent like each of us didn’t know what to say next, and then we both began to talk at the same time.

      “About tomorrow,” she began.

      “Are you still coming to—” I had begun to ask at the same time if she was still on for lunch, but as she had sounded hesitant, I took a breath and prompted with, “You first.”

      I wondered in that instant if she was going to suggest giving me space since I’d had a rough ride in the interview, and I already knew I didn’t want her to cancel.

      “I understand if you need some space after …” she trailed off like she didn’t know how to word what she wanted to ask.

      “Do you want to give me space?” I asked because we were still only acquaintances, and she may have had reservations after witnessing the content of that interview.

      “No … only … only if you need it,” she stammered. “I’d like to still come if you don’t. I mean, don’t feel obliged to have me.”

      “In what way?” I said quickly, my guttural mind taking over.

      “Huh?” she huffed, confused by my question.

      “In what way will I not be obligated to have you?” I flirted shamelessly.

      “Is that a sexual innuendo I hear?” she shot back, in a teasing tone.

      “Could be, but it doesn’t mean much yet, so don’t go getting ahead of yourself, Trinnie Dixon.” She laughed and I laughed with her. “Good talk, Trinnie. I’m going to get some sleep and drive back early tomorrow morning. Don’t forget that sexy red bikini, at some point I want to catch some sun.” Click. I cut the call before she could reply and chuckled. At that moment, geeky, awkward, little Trinnie Dixon of old was quickly becoming an important part of my daily existence.
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      Trinnie

      It had been years since any man had made my tummy flutter in the same way the mere thought of Levi Milligan did. I inhaled deeply and tried to calm my nerves as the imposing wrought iron gates of Levi’s house came into view. My heartbeat pounded in my ears as I fought to control my breathing. By the time I arrived outside his gates my excitement had risen to fever pitch at the thought of spending a day with him.

      Get a grip, Trinnie. It’s only lunch. What the hell is the matter with you? I thought, giving myself a pep talk. I felt like a teenage girl calling around to a boy’s house for the first time.

      As I drove onto the threshold between the gates and the road, I pressed the steel intercom button. It buzzed loudly, and a few seconds later the voice of a young woman answered.

      “Yes?”

      My heart filled with disappointment to think that he had invited more people apart from me. “Trinnie Dixon for Levi,” I said, fortunately sounding confident despite this. I’d automatically slid into my professional realtor’s tone out of habit.

      For a few moments nothing happened and then a low, electrical buzz was followed by the dull clank of a heavy lock disengaging. As the gates parted, my heart pumped faster, and by the time I drove into his driveway, I felt the beats at the back of my throat. Drawing up beside his garage, I parked beside a sleek, black BMW sports car. I briefly wondered if it belonged to the girl on the other side of the intercom because it hadn’t been there the last time Levi had invited me to his home.

      By the time I reached the heavy oak doors of his house, the wonderful butterflies that had fluttered inside me were engaged in a dog fight with a swarm of bees. My heart pounded rapidly in anticipation, and I took a moment to steady my breath and calm my shaking hands before I pressed on the doorbell.

      My heart instantly sank in disappointment when an attractive, younger girl in her early twenties opened the door. Taking her in, I quickly noted her casual attire of denim shorts, a small white tank top, and flip-flops. She looked fully at ease in his home, and I sensed from how confident she’d appeared when she opened the door, she was a regular visitor to Levi’s place.

      “Hi, Levi invited me to lunch?” I asked in a question instead of a statement. My tone sounded awkward even though I’d done my best to flash the girl a fake, self-assured smile.

      “Go take a seat in the lounge. He’s out by the pool, but he’s taking a call right now,” she replied, abruptly. Her manner was dismissive as she headed over to the kitchen. As I sat down, I watched her take a batch of cookies from the oven and set the tray on the side.

      “Do you want something to drink?” she asked from behind the open fridge door.

      “That would be lovely,” I said, straining to see her face.

      “Peach tea, homemade lemonade, water…”

      “Peach tea would be amazing,” I replied, interrupting her. The patio door opened, and my breath caught in my throat at the sight of Levi. He was shirtless, his bronze torso ripped and muscular like I’d remembered, and he was wearing the same red board shorts as he’d had on the day I had met him down on the beach. I sighed as my heart skittered around in my chest. Raising my fist to my mouth, I coughed a little while I tried to get my hormones back in check.

      “Jesus, I’m sorry, Trinnie. Is that the time?” he asked as he ran a hand through his hair, making his pecs and abs ripple. My hungry eyes stared a moment too long at his torso and I wanted to lick it all over. My mouth went so dry that I figured the peach tea the girl had offered couldn’t come fast enough. “I had no idea you had arrived,” he said, sounding slightly embarrassed. “Sadie, why the fuck didn’t you come and tell me Trinnie was here?” he barked, casting a dark look at the girl in his kitchen.

      “I was making cookies and you were on the phone,” she muttered back as she took out a pitcher of iced tea from the fridge. She glanced toward him and her eyes narrowed. “I thought it was an important call because you took it outside and closed the patio door.”

      “I took it outside because you were making so much fucking noise in the kitchen. Didn’t you at least offer my guest a drink?”

      “That’s what I was doing when you rolled up and started yelling at me right now,” she snapped back, waving the pitcher in the air before she banged a glass jug of iced peach tea and two glasses noisily onto a metal tray. “Where do you want it?” she asked, and then under her breath she added, “or would you rather wear it, asshole?”

      I stifled a chuckle and she shot me a sideward smirk.

      “I heard that,” Levi called after her. “You’re so fucking rude.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said as she headed toward the patio door. “But you’d still rather have me than some wrinkly old hag telling you where to put your feet and getting all up in your business, right?” she snarked back.

      “Trinnie, allow me to introduce my housekeeper, Sadie. Although, I should warn you there’s nothing glorious about her temperament or her demeanor. Rude is her middle name.”

      Sadie moved her mouth and tilted her head from side to side like she was used to hearing him tell people this about her.

      “Hey, Sadie,” I said with a small wave as she passed me. “Well, open the door, can’t you see my hands are full,” she ordered Levi and ignored me.

      Levi did what she asked, and she stomped past him. “Shall we sit outside?” He gestured for me to step out after the girl. “I thought we could eat out here since my fabulously, sweet housekeeper has gone to the trouble of setting us a table for lunch.”

      Sadie rolled her eyes to her hairline. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you, sarcasm is the lowest form of wit?” she retorted, unamused.

      “And you’d know all about being witty, right?” he snipped back as she shut the patio door, leaving us on the outside.

      “Fuck! That girl roasts my heart,” he muttered, then sighed.

      “Did I walk in on a lover’s quarrel?” I asked warily. He held my chair as I sat down before my gaze followed him around the table. He scoffed, then sighed as he pulled up his chair.

      “Nah, and I’m done excusing her behavior. She’s always like that.”

      “Are you two …”

      “What?” he asked, stopping in his tracks and cocked his head to one side.

      I’d wanted to ask if they had been intimate, but I didn’t know how to word it.

      Levi’s eyes widened when my unasked question must have clicked. “Am I fucking her? Or have I in the past and her behavior is the result of that? Jesus, no. She’d kill me,” he chucked and flared his eyes until the whites showed, like the thought had terrified him. “The last thing I’d do is add hormones to that snarky powder keg.”

      I laughed. “If she’s that bad, why do you keep her around?”

      He lowered his voice and eyed the patio door to ensure Sadie didn’t hear him. “Sadie was homeless when I met her outside a gas station in Miami one night. She was starving and only nineteen at the time. She asked me to buy her a sandwich and we got talking. Damn, she was so suspicious of me, and defensive, but when I found out she’d been on the streets for almost two months, I offered her a job to keep house for me and invited her home. She lives in the guest house behind the swimming pool. It’s never been used for anyone but her.”

      “Okay, I’m starting to see a theme here. You pick up women you aren’t sleeping with and take them home.” I chuckled. “Seriously, though, that was extremely trusting of you.”

      “I know what it’s like not to feel trusted, and I know what it is to have that trust broken,” he casually explained. “That girl is a hard nut to crack but I relate to her story. She’s a young, troubled soul with a difficult past. Between you and me, I think she gets insecure when I have women friends over.”

      “You think she has a crush on you?” I asked, wondering why wouldn’t she? I couldn’t keep my eyes off him with his magnetic pull and his handsome as hell face.

      “No, I think she’s afraid that when the time comes, and I have a permanent partner, I’ll kick her out.”

      “But didn’t Keela stay here with you?” I queried, reminding him about the girl from the interview.

      “Yeah, and those two got along to a point, but Sadie confessed once Keela had gone that she always knew Keela wasn’t a permanent fixture.”

      “Wow, ballsy, rude and insightful,” I mused with a chuckle.

      “Despite the prickles, Sadie’s a loyal, caring girl. I just wish I could sort her attitude out though—anyway, enough about her. Let’s talk about you. How have you been?”

      “Been good,” I nodded. “I closed on the largest house in my inventory yesterday.”

      “Yay. Smart girl. That calls for a celebration,” he replied. Reaching across the table, he patted his warm palm over the back of my hand and rested it there. Electricity instantly burned through my veins like wildfire and made my heart race.

      “The buyer was pleased,” I remarked as I tried to ignore the heat from his touch branding my skin and the butterflies fluttering all over the place in my stomach like they were drunk. “It was a beautiful waterfront property on the south side of Miami beach.”

      Levi considered my answer, while his thumb grazed over the back of my hand and his gorgeous light gray eyes studied mine. “Do you like what you do for a living?”

      “Absolutely. Sometimes it’s more than a job. It’s a way of life. Open houses, party events for some of the larger listings, staging the homes to sell, dinners with clients—it’s not all wandering around peoples’ homes like some curious voyeur.”

      “You’re not into voyeurism?” he teased as he lifted the jug of peach tea and poured us both a glass. His eyes met mine and he flashed me a toothy smile.

      Leaving his question hanging, I picked up my drink and held it close to my lips. “Depends on the view, I suppose,” I replied, sounding equally flirty. I took an extra-long, cool drink from my glass and by the time I returned it to the table the peach tea was almost gone.

      Levi eyed my glass and chuckled. “Whatever you were thinking just then, made you exceptionally thirsty,” he said, calling me out.

      I clenched my thighs together as Levi smiled and although I’d tried to remain expressionless, a slow, telling smile spread on my lips. “Thirsty topic,” I countered.
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      “Come and get it,” Sadie ordered as she opened the door to the patio and sauntered back through the lounge to the kitchen without looking at us.

      I smirked. “I guess it’s self-service today,” I said when I saw my housekeeper had laid three grazing boards and a platter of desserts on the dining room table near the patio door.

      “What’s the bet I’m being served shellfish?” she suggested with a wry smirk in response.

      I laughed. “I didn’t tell her you were allergic,” I replied.

      “For fear she’d try to kill me?” she responded, and I laughed again.

      “No, I just forgot,” I said, still laughing.

      People could say what they liked about Sadie, but she had always done me proud when it came to food. She had been naturally gifted with a sensitive palate and some of her dishes were better than many of the high-ticket restaurants I’d been to.

      “Wow, she did all this just for lunch?” she marveled as she glanced over the buffet Sadie had set out for us. My gaze drifted over the assortment of hot, mini quiche pies, burger sliders and crispy vegetable spring rolls on the first grazing board. The second contained a selection of hard and soft cheeses, cold cuts, and olives.

      Accompanying these was a hot platter of crispy shredded duck, cucumbers, Chinese pancakes, dim sum dumplings and plum sauce. There was also a salad bowl, fresh coleslaw, and a platter of fresh mini pastry desserts.

      After we’d dished up our food, we headed back out to the patio, where we ate, drank peach tea, and had fabulously insane, but easy, conversation. If I had to choose anyone to have lunch with in the future, I considered I’d likely put Trinnie at the top of my list.

      There were times as we talked, when I’d have held back on one opinion or another for fear of offending someone. With Trinnie, I’d felt no need to do that.

      “Oh, God, this dim sum and plum sauce combination tastes orgasmic. Oh, mm,” she hummed again, and my dick twitched in my shorts.

      I shifted in my seat because the shorts were slack, and I knew if I wasn’t careful my cock would tent them at some point. Being mostly celibate, I’d found it didn’t take much to spur an erection.

      “What?” she asked when she’d suddenly stopped eating mid-chew and furrowed her brow.

      “Tastes orgasmic,” I repeated. I tilted my head to the side and observed her closer. If Trinnie had needed help to straighten her teeth when she was younger, there was no evidence of that now. Her mouth looked perfect and appealing to me.

      I’d thought Trinnie extremely attractive the first time I’d seen her on the beach with all her curves and soft lines on her body. But through our short texts and the phone calls we’d shared, she had increasingly become a source of fascination to me.

      “Why do I feel there’s an unsaid crude remark attached to that comment?” I flashed her a wicked grin and shrugged. “I’m right, aren’t I?” she probed with a goading tone in her voice as she raised a brow.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Trust me, you don’t want to know what I thought.”

      She nodded, wiped her mouth with her napkin, and threw it onto her plate. “Oh, now you’ve got to tell me.”

      I cringed and smirked. “I couldn’t …” I began.

      “I dare you,” she mocked.

      “You dare me? You really want me to just blurt it out?” I lifted my drink and took a sip while I eyed her carefully. Something inside me, pushed me to test whether I could really be that open with her.

      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to know. Come on, spit it out.” I almost choked on my drink at her apt response and laughed. Then, when I’d gotten my breath back, I patted my chest, and her gaze grew intense. “What’s so funny?” she asked.

      “All right, you asked for it,” I warned. “There you were telling me to spit it out and my mind went to the gutter. It made me wonder if you swallowed.”

      Trinnie blinked as her cheeks turned pink, and her bottom jaw dropped, clearly shocked. I wasn’t sorry because I was tired of being what others expected of me and decided to just be myself. It took her a few seconds to muster some words in return. “Well, I was expecting a crude comment, but maybe not that one.”

      I grinned when I saw I’d knocked her off kilter by being so frank, so I explained. “It’s your fault that my mind went straight to the gutter given all the erotic groaning you did as you savored your food.”

      “Well, then I asked for that. As for your question … what was it? Do I swallow? If you mean do I swallow when I give head, I’d have to say the answer to that is reserved for the lucky guy that gets these pretty pink lips wrapped around his dick.”

      My cock flexed at her descriptive reply. “Good. So, although you didn’t answer my direct question, I have established you’re not adverse to giving blow jobs. You get more intriguing by the minute,” I added with a lopsided grin. The thought of her mouth wrapped around my cock, made my heart skip a beat because her pretty, dark-pink lips looked perfect. A spark of excitement shot through me, that despite telling myself I was enjoying the friendship we had begun to develop, Trinnie implied that she may be open to exploring the chemistry we had by at least talking about sex.

      “That was a dick move I just made. I shouldn’t have challenged you like that,” I admitted, getting myself back in check. “But I’m tired of people who play games and cause drama and I figured we should both shoot straight from the start. What you see is what you get,” I explained again with my arms out wide. “I’m just a little sexually frustrated right now, through choice. You’re nothing like those other girls.  I don’t want you to think I see you as an easy lay like most.”

      For a few moments she studied me carefully, but I heard the determination in her tone to see the conversation through. “I’m glad you don’t think I’m one of your groupies,” she said, quietly. She swept her hair up in an unconsciously nervous move and my gaze fell to her long slender neck.

      Don’t fuck this up by grabbing what you can. She’s worth more than that.

      Fighting my urge to move in on her, I stood and stretched my arms above my head. “Did you bring your pretty red bikini with you?”

      “No, a baby blue one this time,” she offered.

      “Still nice. It’ll match your gorgeous eyes,” I said, smiling. “After that lunch I thought maybe we could just take a drink and chill out for half an hour in the sun.”

      “Sounds lovely,” she replied as she stood, placed her paper napkin on the table and stepped away from it.

      “Come, I’ll show you where you can change.” Trinnie gathered her things from where she had left them on the lounge floor on arrival and followed me into the hallway. I grabbed her by the hand and led her upstairs. Out of habit I’d turned down my hallway which was separate from the other bedrooms in the house, and into my room.

      “Big bed,” Trinnie remarked and casually stroked the soft, bronze, satin comforter Sadie had ordered for it. She drew my attention toward my amazing bed before I glanced back up at her. I had learned my dick only had two positions when I was around Trinnie, semi erect and hard.

      Her smile widened and so did mine. “What?” I asked and let an awkward chuckle escape.

      “Nothing,” she said, sounding innocent until she cracked a smile. “Oh, okay. Forgive me, sometimes I get caught up staring into that awesome mouth of yours,” she muttered.

      I pressed my lips together to stop me from grinning at her remark and she licked her lips. Her beautiful, curious eyes flicked from my mouth, locked onto my gaze again and time appeared to stand still.

      “You’re a pill, Trinnie Dixon,” I told her quietly when I finally found the will to look away.

      “Not Valium, I hope,” she quirked.

      I chuckled. “Quite the opposite.”

      “Ah, so I make your heart race, huh?” she asked while she pulled a blue tankini out of her bag and set her large beach towel on the couch by my bed.

      “Actually, you do,” I admitted warmly, because there was no point in denying my attraction toward her. Trinnie scoffed like she didn’t believe me, and I grabbed her hand. “Feel this, I’m not lying.” I placed her hand over my heart, and she immediately spread her fingers between my pecs. When she realized my heartbeat was much faster than a normal resting pace, her beautiful blue eyes cut to mine. She looked unusually shy. “I like you, Trinnie Dixon. But right now, I’m trying to keep my hands to myself and appreciate the friendship we’re building, the easy conversation we have, and I guess for the first time since I met Jude, I feel completely comfortable in someone’s presence.”

      “It’s very flattering to believe you think I’m worth knowing,” she informed me. Her eyes studied me for a few beats before I spoke again.

      “Look, I’m not in a fit state to get into something right now, and I figure with how fucked up my head is, if I made a move on you, we’d be over before we began.”

      “So, what I’m hearing is that you feel perhaps in the future, there could be something between us.” I nodded. “Good, because I’d hate to think what’s going on was a prelude to a one and done session with me. If so, I’m not that girl … well not normally,” she said with a grin. “What I mean is I also need some time to absorb the single life again.”

      “Right,” I agreed, relieved that she had read the situation between us correctly.

      “Being honest, there’s a truck load of chemistry bubbling away beneath the surface when we’re in the same room, and it doesn’t take a neurosurgeon to tell me we’re both trying hard to suppress our attraction toward one another. Then, if that isn’t enough, there’s those irresistible teeth,” she concluded, injecting humor into our conversation and we both laughed.

      “As you heard in that interview, I’m recovering from all kinds of shit. If and when I decide I want to move forward with a new relationship, I want the time to be right.”

      “You don’t need to explain, Levi. I’ve only been out of my marriage for five months. I’m in no fit state to take on a horny rock star. I’m sure having a night in bed with you would fulfill every fantasy I’ve ever had in that regard, but I’d prefer to be sure if we do cross the line, that neither of us were acting on a rebound.”

      “Exactly. You get me, sweetheart. But don’t think for one minute under different circumstances I’d pass up on jumping your bones.”

      “Phew.” Trinnie blew out a breath, fanned her hands at her face, and flashed me a look that was loaded with lust. “It’s getting hot in here … I’d better get this swimsuit on and cool off in that pool of yours,” she remarked playfully, fanned herself, and hitched her thumb over her shoulder.

      I laughed and although my heart clenched in regret and my cock had shot to attention when I saw her walk into my bathroom, I figured for the first time in a long time I was thinking with my head and not with my dick.
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      No girl had held my attention the way Trinnie had since Keela, and I already knew there was something different about the girl from school when compared to either of my ex-girlfriends from my past.

      From the moment she’d slid her business card with her number in my direction that first day, I’d wanted to kiss her. I’d had a compelling urge to taste her. I fought that need to find out if she tasted as good as she looked. I had already noted she’d smelled edible.

      In short, she wanted me, and I wanted her. It had been years since I’d felt the sort of excited chemical buzz I’d had from her when she’d traced her fingertips in that innocent way over my palm. That electricity, coupled with the pure desire I’d read in her gorgeous blue eyes as she took in my body, had almost made me give in and take what I’d wanted.

      I felt glad she’d played it smart and wanted to take things as slowly as me, but when Trinnie came back onto the patio dressed in a modest tankini, I had umpteen filthy thoughts about the things I’d do to her if she’d let me.

      When she wandered over beside me, my eyes swept the length of her and my dick stirred in my boardshorts.

      “Another gorgeous day in paradise,” she murmured as she gently dropped her ass onto the sunbed, swung her beautiful shapely legs up onto it and leaned back.

      “I don’t know why people live anywhere else,” I agreed.

      “Hurricane season November to May, perhaps?” she joked.

      “Yeah, there’s that.” I chuckled. “Do you want some wine, a long spritzer or something?” I offered.

      “That would be lovely,” she replied with a sweet smile. I tore my eyes away from her and fumbled in the pocket of my board shorts for my cell phone.

      “Hey, Sadie. Can we have some drinks on the patio? Maybe a jug of sangria or a wine spritzer for Trinnie, please?”

      “Is she going to be staying for the whole day? I’m not keen. Besides it’s hot and I wanted to go to the beach, so I don’t want to be running after you all day. If she’s still around at dinner time, it’s takeout. I don’t mind ordering it for you, but you can figure that out for yourself when the time comes.”

      “You’re my housekeeper, Sadie. The whole point of the job is that you assist me to live in comfort. I haven’t had a lot of guests here in months, so I’d say you had a free ride during that time. Now, get your ass moving and bring us some drinks, and I could use less of your lip.” I hung up and huffed out a breath.

      Trinnie immediately began to laugh. “Nothing like an employee happy in their work,” she remarked. She hadn’t even heard Sadie’s side of the short conversation.

      “Fucking girl,” I muttered.

      “Although, if she’s making drinks, I’m not sure I want to drink what she brings out here after that little exchange.”

      I chuckled. “I haven’t died yet, so I’m guessing it’s all hot air, and no actual attempt to ‘off me’.”

      “Aren’t you known for blowing up at people sometimes? Yet with that girl, you show her so much compassion and patience. I don’t know that I could be as patient with someone who fought against me all the time.”

      “I’ll admit I have a short fuse sometimes, but not when it comes to women.” We stared at one another for a moment, and I decided if this was going to be a friendship, or more than that, I had to be honest with her.

      “There’s a lot of stuff from my past that makes me the way I am. I had some time at Beachside recently to help me figure that out. What you saw in that interview was mostly true. I’m ashamed about the way I treated Keela. However, I had no idea we wanted different things. It must have appeared as if she was nothing to me, but then again, she wasn’t straight with me.

      “The next relationship I get involved in, I hope will be very different. I want to respect the woman I’m with. For that to happen, I believe there are a few demons I still need to face before I’ll feel ready for that.”
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      “Man, it feels great to be going out on the road again,” Greg stated as he shuffled down the narrow walkway, on the way to his cubbie in the upstairs sleeping area of our tour bus. Our transport had met us at the airport in Atlanta.

      “Are you still worried about the fans’ response … you know … after that shitshow in Miami?” he asked. His unfiltered thought reminded me of how open Trinnie was in her questioning, and I wondered if this was how people were when they hadn’t been conditioned to think before they spoke, like we had in public.

      It had been three weeks since my live interview, and despite the negative response I had expected to receive, my fans had rallied around and supported me. Twitter, Instagram and TikTok had been abuzz with the revelations regarding my sex life, but all in all, the general vibe had been, what did people expect?

      “Nah. I did what I did, and I own it. I’ve had more love than hate since that TV appearance.” My statement rang true since my male fans had come out in force on social media to say, I was a badass rock star living the dream.

      I had expected the full wrath from my female fans for my treatment of Keela but that hadn’t happened either. Most of the negative comments were directed toward her for agreeing to something she couldn’t accept in the first place.

      Personally, I had wanted to respond and defend her in regard to those comments, but our PR department had advised me that I would only fuel more negative comments on Keela’s behalf.

      “What time are we meeting up with Rick and the rest of his band?” Greg asked excitedly, with a glint in his eyes. I smiled at how enthusiastic he was and remembered more of the feelings I’d had when we’d first became famous.

      “I believe the ranch house is only about an hour’s drive from here. I’m not sure whether they have arrived already, or if it’ll be later when they get in.”

      Both managers of our bands had thought it a good idea for us all to spend a couple of days together working out and agreeing the stage set and instruments, checking our running orders and the timing of the gig to create a seamless performance during the tour.

      As we’d be sharing the same stage there were some technicalities to go over with our equipment before we set out on the road. So both band’s sound engineers, crew gaffers and our concert producers had been invited along as well.

      “Why are we taking this rig to the ranch?” he asked, meaning the double decked tour bus. We usually traveled on two separate rigs. Jude and I in ours with Bodhi, and the rest of the guys on the double decked one.

      “Good question,” I mused. “Maybe Donnie thinks there might be some falling out and it will give us a quick getaway,” I joked. Although when I thought more about this, I figured Cobham Street had a hell-raising reputation ten times worse than ours, so anything could be possible if there was a clash of personalities.

      “Logistics,” I simply said. Each of our bands were fortunate enough to own our own buses and not rent them out like many bands did. “I think the real reason is that we’ll be heading out on the road straight from the ranch. Having everything prepared in one place ahead of time gives the drivers a chance to recover after prepping the buses and driving them up from the bus storage in Miami.”

      Once I had dropped my carry-on bag containing stuff for the first day or two of the tour in my cubbie space, I left Greg and went down to the lounge area in time to greet the rest of the guys onboard.
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      “I’m impressed,” Jude disclosed as we approached the ranch house that had been rented for us all to stay at. He ducked his head as he looked out of the window to glance up at the sprawling, stately brick building we'd arrived at. The feeling of grandeur was further enhanced by a set of arched oak doors at its center.

      “Looks more like a hotel than a house,” Deakon offered as our tour bus came to a halt in front of the entrance.

      It was true. The huge mansion had been built in a prime position at the top of a large hill, with a splendid view of rolling green fields all around it. The instant the bus ground to a halt, the large entrance doors cracked open, and Bernadette stood to attention with her feet together. She hugged a clipboard and tablet to her chest, ready to greet us.

      “How was your journey?” she asked with interest and a welcoming smile.

      “Good,” Korry replied while the rest of us nodded.

      “I checked out your accommodation and you have a whole private wing set aside for your stay. Jude, I need a word as soon as I’ve settled you all in,” she muttered without looking at the rest of us.

      Jude glanced at me, frowned and shrugged. “Sure,” he replied through furrowed brows, and I sensed from how our PA had singled him out, that there was something odd going on. Usually, I was the one that was pulled aside to be given additional information.

      Bernadette’s crepe-soled shoes squeaked with every step she took over the tonnes of white marble flooring in the hallway she led us along. Nearing the end, she took a right turn. It led to a carpeted hallway this time, and as she progressed down this one, she allocated rooms to us one by one.

      As Jude and I still had to be allocated I figured we were at the end. “This is yours, Levi,” she said as she opened a bedroom door. “Bodhi is in here,” she said gesturing to the door next to mine, “and Jude, yours is at the end. Raff is there.” She pointed between Deakon and Korry’s room. Mikey’s room is the first door in this hallway before Greg’s.”

      Our three bodyguards had been strategically spaced out to cover most of the corridor.

      “I’m across from Greg and next to you, Levi. Donnie won’t be staying but is going to pay us a visit before we leave for the tour.

      “What time are we meeting the others?” I asked.

      “Have they arrived yet?” Jude asked at the same time.

      “There’s a group dinner arranged for 7:00 p.m.,” our PA answered, addressing me first. She turned to Jude. “The guys from Cobham Street should be here between 5:00 and 5:30. Rick is arriving by helicopter; the rest are coming on their tour buses from Tennessee. Meanwhile, the catering staff have provided a tray of sandwiches and savory snacks. I’ve also had coffee placed in the small refreshment area in each room. Drinks are in the mini fridge.”

      “Thanks. Will you let me know when anyone else arrives?” I asked.

      Bernadette nodded and turned to Jude. “Okay, Jude, I need that word with you before I leave you to settle in.”
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      A soft knock sounded on my door before Jude turned the handle and entered. Concern darkened his features and he looked perturbed as he pressed his lips together and cocked his head upward to focus on the corner of my room. I’d known Jude forever, and from the way he was struggling to address me he was royally pissed about something.

      “What is it?” I urged. “Is this about Bernadette? What did she say?”

      He strode over to my bed and slumped heavily onto the mattress. “Dude, I have no words,” he muttered as he shook his head.

      “Find them,” I barked. “What did she say that’s got you all bent out of shape?”

      Closing his eyes, he shook his head, drew his hand down his face and stared me directly in the eyes.

      “Rick’s added a warm-up band to the gig.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, because although it could potentially shorten any set we had in mind, from the way Jude had reacted, I had been expecting something worse.

      “Of course, he did. The guy is a law unto himself,” I replied, philosophically.

      “Levi, the band is Pointless Effigy.”

      My heart stopped the second Jude disclosed this and for a few seconds a red mist came over my eyes as Tyler Knott’s smug looking face played on my mind from the last time I’d been in his company. Then, as if to compensate for that missed beat, my heart pounded from the multitude of negative emotions that riddled my body in the seconds that followed my initial shock.

      “Are you ready to tell me what happened between you and Ty that caused such an explosive reaction from you that night? It’s been a lot of years since then and although me and the guys stood behind you and have had your back, we have no idea what that fight was about.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Levi, I’m worried. This feud between you and Tyler Knott has gone on forever. Was it over a girl or something? What the fuck did he do to you that was so bad, you can’t get past it?” he pressed.

      “I said, I don’t want to talk about it,” I snapped, sounding aggressive.

      “In all the years I’ve known you, I’ve never witnessed you hold a grudge like you do with that guy.”

      “Leave it, Jude,” I warned. “I’m not talking about it. Every time you push me, all it achieves is to make me hate that fucker more.”

      “But we have a job to do, and I’m worried about this guy’s ability to get to you.”

      “I’ll manage. I’m a professional. We’ll be staying on our bus, so I won’t have any contact with him. They can do their set and we’ll be on stage straight after. I won’t meet you in the venue until fifteen minutes before we’re due on stage, and I’ll step up with you guys around me when our time comes to perform.”

      “What did he say to you, Levi. You used to be tight as friends. We’re buddies and we shouldn’t have any secrets from one another.”

      “We don’t,” I lied.

      “Yes, we do. Then tell me what Tyler Knott did to you that’s still as raw for you now as was when you had the falling out.”

      “For the last time, I need you to leave it,” I growled in frustration, stood and pushed my hands in my jeans’ pockets.

      “Well, whatever it is, I can see for myself that Tyler has already won because he’s got you fastened up so tight, no one can even mention his name around you without you having a meltdown.” Jude stood and began to leave, but when he opened the door, he paused to look back at me. “You know, whatever it is, there’s no judgment from me. But I am here for you, Levi … whenever you’re ready to talk.”

      With a heaviness in my heart that had returned for the first time since rehab, I cursed the day again that I’d ever set eyes on Tyler Knott.
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      The sound of raucous laughter and an ear-piercing shriek of a woman disturbed the silence, alerting us that more people had arrived.

      Since my conversation with Jude, I could have heard a pin drop in the place, until the sound of the guys from Cobham Street invaded the peace and quiet.

      Voices echoed down the hallway, until they grew nearer and mingled with Greg’s, Deakon’s, Raff’s, and Bodhi’s. I climbed off my bed, where I’d been trying to relax and saw Aaron Chambers and Nick Whiteman, two of Rick’s bandmates. They had arrived with Cyrus Redman, front man for Pointless Effigy, their bass guitarist, Leona Fresco and Bradley Fox, their drummer.

      Cyrus cast me a dark, suspicious look through narrowed eyes, like he was sizing me up, but said nothing. It was Nick Whiteman that broke away from the group, strode toward me and offered me his hand. “Good to see you, Levi, it’s been a while.”

      “Yeah, good to see you,” I replied, because I really liked Nick and we’d bumped into one another from time to time in the past. My gaze drifted and met with Cyrus’s dark glare again, and I remembered his connection to Keela. As her cousin, I figured he was likely pissed at me with good reason. It then dawned on me that I had a second member of the supporting band that could potentially give me problems. The sound of a helicopter’s rotors drew me toward a window in the entrance hall just as it landed. I saw Rick jump out. He crouched a little against the wind from the rotors and ran in our direction protecting his head.

      I stood, ignoring the guys behind me, until Rick came into the house. Although he had glanced towards the others, it was me he walked over to.

      “Great, you made it,” he said and hugged me like we were old friends. “I take it you’ve heard the news. Pointless Effigy are going to be our supporting band.” He leaned in and muttered under his breath, “Their bank books are thin, and their label have threatened to drop them. I’m doing a favor for Leona, she’s a great girl.”

      “I wish you’d told us before we arrived,” I said honestly.

      “Listen, I know there’s bad blood between you and Tyler Knott, but they’ve been warned not to cause a problem. In fact, if any of these fuckers give you a hard time during the tour, they’ll have me to answer to.”

      As Rick walked away, Deakon came over to me. “Is he fucking serious inviting them here? Did he invite them to fuck with you? If so, we can walk. We don’t need to do this tour.”

      My gaze followed Rick as he hugged his drummer, Aaron Chambers.
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      Dinner wasn’t as strained as I expected it to be, and if Cyrus wanted to kill me, I had to give him his dues because he hid it well. It gave me hope that we could maintain a professional relationship for a few weeks at least.

      The dinner table conversation was loaded with technicalities of the equipment. Aaron, Bradley and Jude agreed to use Jude’s drumkit, after Bernadette suggested getting a laser image of each band’s logo projected onto the bass drum during their set.

      Alcohol and wine flowed both during and after the meal, and when some of the guys began popping pills, I became wary that at some point I’d get challenged either about Tyler or Keela. Thankfully, Tyler hadn’t arrived by that point, and I figured maybe he wouldn’t show his face, knowing I was present.

      I didn’t have long to wait before Cyrus sought me out in one of the lounges, where I had been sitting with Bradley Fox and Korry. They had been discussing ‘Peep Toe Shoes’ music; the band Korry’s brother and kid sister were in.

      “A word?” Cyrus said as he stopped in front of me and stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets. He hadn’t taken the damned thing off since he’d arrived.

      “Sure,” I said, pissed that despite Rick’s warning of them not harassing me, he’d had the audacity to seek me out.

      “Should we step outside?” I suggested as I stood and adjusted the belt on my jeans. At six foot three, I knew I cut an imposing figure and I had a few inches of height on him.

      “Sounds good,” he muttered as his eyes flitted to Bradley. His bandmate’s eyes flicked between us, but Cyrus’s expression remained deadpan.

      I made for the entrance hall and stepped out, down the step and began walking along the side of the house, without looking back at him. Cyrus quickened his step and fell into my stride alongside me.

      “Figured we should clear the air before the tour starts,” he suggested, warily.

      “What’s there to say?” I asked. I had no idea which way he wanted to play the conversation.

      “You really fucked up my cousin. She’s not the same girl as she was before she met you.”

      Hearing this crushed my heart. “I know. I can’t turn back time, but I know now how badly I fucked up. I’m ashamed of how I behaved around her. Until now my life has been … complicated. But that shouldn’t have been Keela’s problem. I only realized after she left what she meant to me, and after she’d gone, I was a mess. I still feel some love for her. But we can’t go back now. The damage is done. I can’t imagine how all the backlash of that interview has affected her though.”

      “That was her own fault. It didn’t help that she got in deep with Ty and blabbed her history with you, to him of all people.”

      “That’s who else knew… who spread it around? He’s a real piece of work. I can’t tell you how much I fucking hate that guy.”

      “And the feeling is mutual. Listen, I have the guys watching out for him. Not because I think you’ll start anything. It’ll likely be the other way around. If you want my advice, I’d pull him aside when he gets here and try to iron your differences out. If you need mediation, I’m sure Jude and I could step in.”

      “Thanks, but I said all I had to say to him years ago. And as far as I’m concerned, I’m gonna feel contaminated just breathing the same air as him. Had I known Pointless Effigy were going to be the supporting band, I would have refused to come.”

      “Rick didn’t explain to our manager it was a joint tour either. We were just grateful when he shot us a lifeline and agreed to financially bail us out,” Cyrus disclosed.

      “Is that what he did? He told me you guys needed the money and he wanted to help Leona,” I explained.

      “He already paid off our outstanding debts. We’re here on a generous bonus … providing Ty doesn’t fuck up with you. Rick’s aware there’s bad history between you and him,” Cyrus admitted.

      Part of me felt relieved that Rick really did appear to have my back. And knowing that Cyrus didn’t want to make waves either helped. But the fact that the other guys in the band were already present meant that it was only a matter of time before my arch nemesis, Tyler, showed up.
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      “There you are. I wondered where you’d disappeared to. Jude said when he found me outside. “Everything okay?” he probed. He cast me a wary glance as his narrowed eyes darted from me to Cyrus. I immediately sensed Jude figured Cyrus was ragging on me about Keela and I held up a hand to stop him from saying anything further.

      “It’s all good,” I told him quickly. “Cyrus and I were just talking. The rest of the band don’t want any trouble. I’ll just try to lay low and show up, do my job and get through this. We’re all on separate transport. I’ll just ask Bernadette to make sure the nights we sleep in hotels I sleep in a different one.”

      “That’s not happening. Pointless Effigy can sleep elsewhere,” he snapped and glanced at Cyrus again.

      “Whatever,” Cyrus agreed. “Anything that eases the strain is fine by me.”

      The patio door opened, and Bradley poked out his head. He glanced from Cyrus to me. “Tyler’s here,” he remarked, concerned.

      I couldn’t decipher the mixed wave of emotions that had initially consumed me, but the two feelings that fought their way forward in that moment and lingered were hatred and betrayal.

      Inside, my body vibrated from overwhelming feelings of anger and dread. Dread because I knew at some point Tyler and I would revisit the incident that led to the anger within me that at times, still fucked with my head.

      Cyrus inhaled deeply and twisted his mouth when I had nothing else to say. “Nice to see you, Levi. I’m going to go and check in with him.”

      “Make sure you and your bandmates remind him to toe the line,” Jude warned. “Any sign of him fucking with Levi, this tour we’re on is dead.”

      Cyrus headed inside and when I went to follow, Jude tugged my bicep and pulled me back.

      “Wait. Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Inside. Where else would I be going?” I replied.

      “You’re not going start something with—”

      “Jesus. Seriously? I’m going to get a drink,” I snapped. Most of the time I loved that Jude was protective of me, but on this occasion, I had to show everyone I could cope

      “Thought you weren’t drinking right now,” he challenged.

      “Dude, I’m getting a soda. Chill the fuck out. I’m not looking for a confrontation, but I’m not backing away either. I said I’d try to stay out of his way on tour, but we’re here for another day and I’m not fucking hiding.”

      “Right,” he agreed. “I guess I just don’t want him screwing with your head now you’re finally in a good place.”

      I knew I couldn’t afford to allow Tyler to screw up our band’s connection with Cobham Street, so I played my feelings down.

      “Who knows, Jude. I suppose Tyler Knott is another piece of the puzzle that’s made me who I am.” As soon as I said this, it felt cathartic to admit that out loud. I knew then and there I’d never be whole until I had faced up to the most painful period in my adult life as my time around him always played on repeat every time someone mentioned his name.
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      Even though I had anticipated facing Tyler, the sound of his voice felt intimate and familiar even after all this time. My chest instantly tightened as my breath caught in my throat when a bout of nerves almost left me paralyzed. I battled a wave of memories that attempted to fuck with my head and reignite more positive sentiments about the man I’d spent many hours with in my past.

      “Ah, and here’s the man himself,” Rick announced when he’d looked out into the hallway and saw me approach the kitchen door. Swallowing back my feelings, I stepped into the room. Tyler’s presence was my only focus once I was there and when he smiled it threatened to shatter my resolve to hate him.

      “Hey, Levi. It’s been too long,” he casually greeted me, like the previous years of hatred hadn’t happened. I immediately felt the guys around us recognize the bitterness and dislike between us had been all on my end. This caused me to hold back my rage and bite back the scathing words on my tongue that I’d wanted to unleash at him for acting so fake.

      This was Tyler at his most dangerous, that subliminal undertone he had used on me to win my favor and then fuck me up in ways I had yet to come to terms with. I stood quietly seething and said nothing, when my knuckles had itched to throat punch the smug bastard and lay him out cold.

      Obviously, I couldn’t do that in a room full of people where everyone knew Pointless Effigy, and especially Tyler, had been warned to be on their best behavior.

      Instead, I stepped past him, opened the drinks cooler and pulled out a bottle of isotonic Gatorade, oddly distracted for a second that someone had had the foresight not to limit the choice of soft drinks to carbonated ones.

      Twisting the top off, I took a long slug from the bottle as I battled to measure my temper, wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and when I knew I couldn’t stall any longer I turned back around to face everyone.

      My heart stopped for a moment when I saw burning flames of lust in Tyler’s eyes and I quickly averted my gaze. “Has a time been set for us all to meet up in the morning?” I kept my focus directly toward Rick when I asked my question.

      “Donnie and my guy are flying in around 10:00 a.m., so I’m guessing somewhere around 10:30.”

      “Cool. Bernadette sent you our set length ahead, but I figure that will now need to be changed,” I remarked, casting my eyes toward Leona who stood next to Rick and then back to him.

      “Yeah, these guys are only taking a half hour spot, and if we drop five minutes off each of the recesses, we should both only lose a couple of songs. A few of the venues have neighborhood noise curfews, but we can do full sets in the stadiums out in the sticks,” Rick reasoned. “That headache is best left to those we pay to have them.”

      I nodded. “Sure. How’s Lennie and that girl of yours? Coral, right?” I asked to change the subject and keep our conversation going. Meanwhile, I became acutely aware of Tyler’s burning gaze out of my peripheral vision. Rick’s eyes lit up at the mention of his two partners’ names and immediately began to tell me about a mini vacation they’d all had for a few days near to Key Largo.

      “Levi, Bernadette was looking for you.” Although Deakon had addressed me from the kitchen doorway, his suspicious gaze looked past me. When his eyes narrowed, there were no prizes for guessing who the focus of his attention was aimed at.

      “Coming,” I replied.

      Tyler snickered, and I felt my gut tighten. “I wonder how many times he’s said that before,” he commented under his breath.

      “Play nice,” Rick barked as I left the kitchen pretending that I hadn’t heard Tyler, but my frustration flashed in my chest and I felt my temper return. I knew the guys in the room would think I had fled the uncomfortable situation of us both being in the same place, but I had recognized in true Tyler style, his thinly disguised sexual innuendo directed toward me.

      “Go fuck yourself,” I muttered loud enough for him to hear, but then moved out of earshot. Fortunately, Rick had interjected and shut Tyler’s big mouth down.

      “Where is she?” I asked as I tried to give Deakon my attention.

      “Who?” he asked, confused.

      “Bernadette. You said she wanted to see me?”

      “Fuck no, she’s tucked up in bed masturbating with her clipboard by now,” he replied, sounding amused.

      “But you said …”

      “When I realized you were missing and saw Jude in conversation with Korry and Bradley, I went to look for you in your room. Then I put two and two together, and as the kitchen was the only other place where you could be, I came to rescue you. I saw Tyler arrive earlier and just wanted to make sure you were covered.”

      “Thanks, Deak, I appreciate you looking out for me, but I can handle myself.”

      “I know,” he said, placating me. “But like it or not, we’re still gonna look out for you, dude.”

      “Thanks.” I couldn’t argue with that, it would have made me look stupid. I felt touched that my guys had me covered because something told me, Ty was just getting started with his covert remark in the kitchen. But if he thought I was the same guy he’d fucked over back in the day, he was about to have a rude awakening.

      On my way back to my room, I pulled out my cell and texted Trinnie because I’d needed a diversion.

      Me: Hey, Beautiful. How’s life treating you?

      Her response came a moment later.

      Trinnie: Can I just take a minute … Levi Milligan said I was beautiful.

      Me: You’re so full of shit. You must know how gorgeous you are by now.

      Trinnie: Better looking than when I was in middle school, I’ll give you that. I’m good. I’m preparing to drive up to Miami for an overnight stay.

      Me: Nice. Why are you going there?

      I waited five minutes for her to reply.

      Trinnie: Just dinner and drinks with a client.

      A knot of dread formed in my stomach, and I couldn’t understand the instant wave of possessiveness I felt toward her.

      Me: Male or female client?

      Trinnie: Extremely wealthy male investor from New York.

      My jaw ticked at the thought of her out in Miami with some strange rich guy, perhaps pulling flash moves on her, and I realized I didn’t like it.

      Me: Check in with me when you get to your hotel room.

      Trinnie: Yes Dad. *Rolling my eyes.

      Me: Smart ass. Just do it!

      The exchange brought another burning question. Where is the daughter Trinnie had spoken about?

      When she didn’t reply, I stuffed my cell back in my pocket with a knot in my gut as I made a mental note to check later, and then I realized I had been so wrapped up in our text conversation I’d made it all the way back to my bedroom door.
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      “And where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Bodhi’s voice was quiet but the echo in the hallway meant it carried along the corridor.

      “I only want a word,” Tyler stated in a cocky tone. My heart skipped a beat before my gut churned in an instant whip of fury.  The fact that Tyler had had the audacity to seek me out boiled my blood. A tight band squeezed my skull as rage threatened to take hold.

      “Here’s two for you. Fuck off,” our bodyguard replied, menacingly.

      “I only want to clear the air.” The pleading note in his tone may have fooled many, but having been with us for so many years—Bodhi was having none of it.

      “Leave,” Bodhi barked in an insistingly loud voice.

      “Look, I promise—”

      “And I promise not to knock you the fuck out if you turn and walk away now,” Bodhi, countered again.

      Jude’s door opened and I heard his retreating footsteps in the corridor as he hurriedly walked toward them. “Ty. What the fuck, man?” Jude questioned.

      It felt obvious to me that it would appear I was in hiding, since at least two people were doing my bidding for me. There was no way I could stay where I was without looking like I was avoiding another confrontation with Tyler.

      I opened my bedroom door and stepped out. “Guys.” They all turned to look at me. “What the fuck? Stop it. I’ll deal with this.”

      “Dude, we saw what happened the last time you dealt with him. Go get some sleep, I’ve got this,” Bodhi said and began pushing Tyler back from the corridor with his chest. “If you want to still be here and go on tour with these guys, I strongly suggest you head off to bed, Tyler.”

      “Bodhi, enough,” I bellowed. I became more frustrated and angrier with each second that passed when Bodhi hadn’t heeded my demand. “Wait there,” I said. Stepping back inside my room, I slipped on my sneakers and my jacket, re-entered the corridor and began walking down the hallway toward them.

      “Levi.” Jude’s tone sounded like a warning when he said my name.

      “I’m fine. I got this. This fucking conversation is long overdue. You, outside now,” I said, pointing to Tyler as I shoulder barged past him. Bodhi and Jude began following me.

      “Fuck,” I said. A low growl tore from my throat. “Back the fuck off, guys. I said I’ve got this!” I exclaimed in exasperation.

      Jude and Bodhi glanced at one another, and their desperation to stick with me felt palpable. We reached the same patio door through the lounge room where I had stepped inside after my conversation with Cyrus. “Wait outside,” I ordered Tyler.

      He did as I asked, and I closed the door on him before turning to look at Jude and Bodhi again. “This is a private conversation between him and me that is long overdue. I don’t want either of you to follow me out here. I appreciate your concern, but I really don’t need you to fight my battles on this one. Promise me you’ll respect my wishes.”

      A look of pain passed between Jude and Bodhi at my request, and I realized this wasn’t entirely about me. They trusted me, but neither of them trusted Tyler. Hell, I had the most reason not to trust him.

      “Levi, it goes against every fiber in my body to leave you alone with that guy,” Jude warned.

      “Trust me. Maybe at one time he would have been able to fuck with my head, but he’s nothing I can’t handle now.”

      Deakon stepped forward with Mikey and I realized they’d been observing the whole thing too. “Gotta let a man be a man,” Deakon said. “He’s telling you what he wants. He doesn’t need smothering right now, guys, you gotta respect his wishes.”

      “Jesus, I wish I knew exactly what this shit was about,” Jude mumbled. He cast a dark scowl in Tyler’s direction. The pain etched on his face showed me it went against every bone in his body to allow me to fend for myself.

      “Trust me,” I said. “Go back. Leave me the fuck alone. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Promise me you won’t get physical,” Jude said.

      “I can’t do that,” I replied as I shook my head. “But I won’t throw the first punch. I can promise you that.” Without waiting for any of them to argue further, I opened the door, stepped out onto the patio and closed it firmly behind me.

      Tyler stood in a dark spot along the wall of the building, and I knew he meant for me to join him. There was no way I was falling for his controling manipulations. “Come here,” I ordered. Leaving him standing, I wandered toward a bench seat situated under a tree at the center of a floodlit lawn.

      Sitting down on the bench, I faced in his direction. He had barely moved.

      “You were the one insistent on talking to me. Get over here and let’s have this out or I’m going to bed, and you won’t get this offer again.”

      If I sounded demanding from the moment I’d stepped out of my room, the uneasy chaos that swirled around inside my stomach, my chest, and my mind quietly reminded me how much this man had damaged me.

      “What has it been? Twelve or thirteen years now,” he muttered, quietly.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, pretending I had no idea where he was heading with his comment. The timing was as clear as day for me, but I was fucked if I’d let him know that.

      “All this time, and you still can’t face who you are.”

      “Who I am? And exactly who would that be?” I barked back.

      “The guy who thought I hung the moon,” he said softly, but his gentle tone didn’t fool me like it had at one time. “You’re the guy that told me he loved me—the same one that I let sink his dick balls deep in my ass.”

      Panic flowed through my veins as humiliation washed over me and my eyes darted toward the closed patio door. The pain of that horrible memory and all it stood for crushed my chest to the point where I found it hard to breathe. My grip on the sides of the hard, wooden bench made my palms ache, and I felt the wood strain when it creaked beneath me in my effort not to pummel Tyler’s face to a pulp.

      Tyler and I had attempted this conversation before—twice. The first time was two years after I’d abandoned him at a gas station in Wisconsin. When I drove off that night, I cut all contact with him.

      The second time was a few years after that, when we had found ourselves in Los Angeles at the same award ceremony. That time I’d been drunk and riding high, since Screaming Shadows had won an award for best album.

      That night, Tyler had cornered me during a moment on my own and grabbed my junk. That altercation came to blows, when Tyler had ended up in the hospital when his broken nose had to be reset.

      Getting physical with someone wasn’t something I felt proud of, but it had usually happened when I’d had no words to express how they were affecting me or when I had felt overwhelmed. My fucked-up life had earned me a pedigree of intolerance for manipulative, stupid, vindictive people and bullies.

      I cast him a sideward glance and noted he seemed smaller and had much less of the presence he’d had when I was a boy. Since I’d been with him, my muscular frame, height and band fame had outsized his in every way.

      “I let that happen once and that broken guy I was then is dead,” I told him. “Tyler isn’t half the person I am now. You manipulated me from the start. You befriended me at a critical point in my life and told me what I’d obviously thought I’d needed to hear. You told me you’d never met anyone like me before, and all the time, all you were doing was grooming me. During that time, you made me needy and insecure to be without you—dude, you almost broke me with your manipulations. I’ll never forgive you for how you took advantage of my situation. You made me believe I was something I wasn’t.”

      “You make me sound wicked, and I was never that to you.”

      I scoffed at his dismissive remark. “No? That’s a fuck of a lie and you know it. Then again, lying should be your middle name, right? Have you conveniently forgotten how you made me believe I was in love with you? You made me beg you not to sleep with other men. Fuck … you cuffed me just out of reach of you that last time. You made me watch a guy fuck you. I asked you to let me leave, but you said if I loved you, I should be happy with whatever you wanted to do, so long as it made you happy.”

      “It did make me happy,” Tyler argued. “I was never exclusive to you, but I cared for you,” he remarked in such a carefree, even tone it gave me chills. But this time I was fully aware that he was trying to manipulate me again.

      “Don’t. Cut that out,” I snapped. “Your beguiling act won’t get past me this time. I’m not a kid anymore. You don’t get to fuck with my head and make out that I’m interpreting things all wrong. I was eighteen when you did that, Ty. I was a kid who had lost his parents and you identified my vulnerability and manipulated me to the max. Hell, you even used my body and had me convinced I was gay, until I got out from under your clutches.”

      “Keep your fucking voice down,” he seethed through gritted teeth as he stalked nearer to me. He glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the house.

      “Why?” I barked.

      “NDA, remember?” He said his head snapping back toward me. He sniffed and took a shifty glance around the grounds to ensure we were still alone. It was the first nervous reaction I’d ever seen from him. “You break your word, and you can kiss goodbye to your bank balance.”

      “I could care less about money. It’s the shame and humiliation of what you put me through that prevents me from talking about what happened.”

      “Yeah, you’d care if people looked at you differently … treated you differently,” he said, quietly. “Not like all those years ago when you were just another groupie with nothing to lose.”

      “Is that how you saw me? A groupie?” I fumed. “As for today, I couldn’t give a fuck what people think of me now. I’m comfortable in my skin. But I do care about those close to me. That eighteen-year-old kid was afraid of his own shadow, but that’s not who I am today. Back then our band was still forming, Korry was still at school, and I was afraid to let my bandmates down. You might have been in the established band, but Screaming Shadows was beginning to get gigs back then.”

      “You’re forgetting, I’ve looked into those eyes when you fucked me. You loved me then. Didn’t you tell me that?” Tyler ground out, ignoring my comment.

      “The boy I was back then thought you were a good man. For the first time in a long time, I looked up to someone I’d thought had wanted to know me for myself.”

      “I did care about you, Levi. Still do,” Tyler insisted. “You are one of my biggest regrets.”

      “No. Stop with the bullshit. Your special brand of poison can’t affect me now,” I ground out. “Back then, after my dad died, I felt frightened of being alone … of only having people around me who pitied me. I had Jude and his family, but I wasn’t sure at that point whether they loved me, or they felt sorry for me. You were the first person, apart from them, that I’d thought I could trust. You abused that trust … and more than that, you mentally abused me. Did what you wanted, willingly. But only because it was a condition of that so called love you offered in return.

      “The man I am now is far removed from who I thought I was back then. Nowadays, I’m grounded, and I know exactly who, and what, I am. The people that matter to me aren’t homophobic. Tell them what you want. I can’t because of that fucking NDA. It’s only the shame of admitting I was manipulated by you that gets to me. But you’d be doing me a favor if you brought that whole sorry episode about us up because I’m tired of holding on to the disgrace of it.”

      A text alert chimed on my phone, and I sensed it was Trinnie. I guessed she’d made it to the hotel, but in the scheme of what I was dealing with, I figured her message would have to wait. I glanced up at Tyler and held his gaze in a stare out that felt like an age, but I felt a small measure of satisfaction when he looked away first.
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      My heart skipped a beat when Cobham Street’s PR team contacted our management and gave us a break as their warmup during an upcoming tour. Before then, I had begun to face the possibility that our band, Pointless Effigy, was dead. However, thanks to Leona, our bass guitarist’s friendship with the headliner’s lead singer we had been given a much-needed lifeline.

      All day I’d been walking on air, a tall man with purpose again, until Cyrus, the front man of Pointless Effigy rang and explained that Screaming Shadows were joint headliners on the tour with Cobham Street. Rick Fars had put this together because he was a fan of their band.

      For twenty minutes after Cyrus’s disclosure about the gig, he was still giving me a stern caution about how the gig mattered to the band and warned me not to make waves for Levi Milligan, the lead singer of Screaming Shadows. I figured being up close on a tour with Levi would be a challenge, but also an opportunity for me to get closer again.

      Levi was the only person I’d ever butted heads with in all my years as a musician. Well, that might not be true, because I’d had a fair amount of abuse from his bandmates as well, since Levi and I had a private, long running feud.

      Now here we were, outside in the cold night air, with Levi feeding me more than a few home truths about the three-month clandestine relationship we’d been involved in many years before. I’d been obsessed with him back then, but I doubted I’d ever admit to that.

      “Look,” I said striding nearer to Levi as he sat on a bench seat clutching the wood tightly at each side of his thighs. He appeared stiff and uncomfortable, and I figured that was probably due to being in my company again.

      I placed a foot on the bench, leaned my forearm over my knee and looked down at him. He instinctively moved back and placed his hands on his thighs. “You were an adult and you were infatuated with me, Levi, so don’t go making out you weren’t. Sometimes, you goaded me into reacting in ways I regretted afterward,” I pleaded.

      Levi snickered. “No, you made me think I was infatuated with you. Exactly what did you regret afterward? Would it be that you regretted how you treated me? Or the mental punishments you doled out? Let’s remember, those punishments were designed to keep me in check, shall we? What did you think tying me up and making me watch you get fucked would achieve? It ripped my heart out being made to watch that.”

      “And you say you’re not into men,” I said quietly to make a point.

      “I’m not. I thought for a time I was into one man. You. But like I said, my mind had been altered … that’s what happens when someone gets groomed into believing their abuser wants the best for them,” Levi replied. His gaze caught my eyes in a pointed stare, until I sucked in a sharp breath when my heartbeat raced, and I averted my focus past his shoulder.

      “And what? You think I picked you to fuck me because I was hard up? There are plenty of men out there that I’ve fucked with and moved on from. I stayed with you, Levi. We were good at one point.”

      “For about five weeks,” he replied, quickly. “And it was because of those five weeks at the beginning that I kept coming back to you. Tyler. You made me think I was inexperienced with relationships and therefore, that I wasn’t giving what I should to the relationship. But it wasn’t a relationship at all. You were domineering and cruel. You used my vulnerability to keep me insecure.”

      “You know, I think we’re just gonna need to agree to disagree on this,” I argued. “I expected a grown-up relationship, and I didn’t get that with you. I’ll admit, I did gain pleasure from inflicting emotional pain toward you. Nothing has ever made me as hard as seeing you vulnerable and needy. But I’m not lying when I say I cared about you. Even after you broke my nose, I still fucking cared.”

      “Stop it. That’s fucked up and I won’t allow you to demand any more head space from me. This conversation has drawn a line under us, and I expect you to respect my distance from now on. We have nothing left to say to one another,” Levi muttered in an intimidating tone.

      “That’s what I expected to hear. So, despite my feelings for you, that period in my life is over now.” I dropped my foot to the ground and stood up straight. “By the way, that was very uncool how you treated Keela. You’ve just told me I treated you badly, Levi. But didn’t you do the same to her?”

      “That wasn’t the same. We were in an open relationship … at least I was. She had agreed to that before we ever got together. And despite what that interviewer implied, I never fucked anyone in her presence.” Levi cast me a dark glare. “So, I’m assuming that last little extra titbit of information was fabricated by you,” he added.

      “Was it?” I said, knowing full well I had. This confrontation had been years in the making, and I’d added that to provoke him into talking to me when he heard who had disclosed intimate details about his relationship with Keela to the talk show. “Well, it doesn’t matter, it’s out there now. Can’t put spilt milk back in the carton,” I remarked, sarcastically.

      “Funny, right.” The irony in his tone made me smile. For a moment I took in his broody looks and remembered what had attracted me to him in the first place.

      “Did you love Keela like you said you loved me?” I asked, pointedly. If looks could have killed, I’d have been a dead man.

      “I didn’t love you of my own free will, I know that now. You made me think I loved you, which is an entirely different feeling from the real thing. Not that it’s any of your business, but your manipulations in the past have helped me fuck up my relationships with women. Keela’s a fabulous girl. I’m disgusted with myself that I didn’t see how much I’d hurt her until it was too late.”

      “I asked, did you love her?” I pressed again.

      “Not anymore. I mean I still love her but I’m not in love with her. You don’t care about someone for that length of time and not grow to love them. Nor can you turn that feeling off.”

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets and shrugged. “I feel sad for Keela because I know she still loves you. But she’ll get over you. You know the saying, when you want to get over someone quickly, you get yourself under another. I guess Keela is holding true to that sentiment since she’s going out with me.”

      Levi sucked in a sharp breath and shook his head. He looked incensed by my disclosure. I noted the same pained emotional response I used to get a kick out of when we were together and my heart clenched in my chest.

      “Then it’s only right Keela hears what a manipulative bag of shit you are when I see her. She might not be with me anymore, but I owe her a warning at least as to the kind of man you really are,” Levi barked.

      “Good luck. Do that and your version and mine will sound very different. Remember that NDA you signed, not to mention the heat you drew from your open relationships of recent years. I don’t think Keela will be interested in anything you have to say. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have people who want to be with me, and you clearly don’t. So, I’ll leave you to think about what I’ve said. You can either let this go, or deal with the shit that will rain down on you next.”

      My threat was real. But I knew it was worth considering what Levi had said during our frank exchange. Fame and time had shaped him into a much more self-assured man. I’d be a fool to think I could alter his thoughts in the same way I had in the past. But he’s underestimated me if he thought there were no other ways of making him understand that I’m not an easy man to forget.
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      Levi

      My hands moved from my thighs back to the bench seat again. I gripped the wood so hard, I thought my fingers would break. My heart rate so fast in my chest, it had felt like it would explode with every next beat and when it didn’t, I felt like my whole body would eventually implode.

      What anger went far above anxiety or wrath as I watched Tyler’s cocky ass swagger away. Instead, the cocktail of hatred and fury within me conjoined in an explosive combination more akin to thermal nuclear rage.

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” I muttered as I pounded my fists hard on either side of the wooden seat. Red mist blurred my vision and for a few moments after Tyler had gone inside, I couldn’t think.

      “Levi?” Jude’s quiet voice startled me, and when I saw him move out of the shadows by the wall, I winced as my heart stopped for a beat. The next time it pumped again, an injection of shame filled blood radiated throughout my body.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I barked, furious that he would have eavesdropped in that way. It felt like another betrayal and I felt terrified that he’d learned my secret. “How fucking long?” I roared again without letting him speak. Adrenaline flooded my body, tightening the band of stress that lingered around my head.

      “Long enough,” he muttered calmly as he slowly walked toward the bench. “Are you okay?” he asked tentatively with such genuine concern in his tone, it briefly lulled me into a false sense of security that he’d only arrived outside as our talk finished.

      “What do you think?” I snapped as my heartbeat pounded in my ears. “How much did you hear?” By this time, shame had filled every fiber within me as I realized the secret I’d carried for all those years had been unwittingly shared with the one man I respected the most. A man until then who had offered me equal respect in return.

      “Again, enough.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” I said when a draining feeling of helplessness washed over me.

      “You don’t need to say anything unless you want to. But I’m shattered you felt you couldn’t trust me at the time with what went down.”

      “Fuck, you think?” I asked, giving him a sideward glance because I couldn’t believe he thought this. “Right now, Jude, you are about the only person I trust.”

      “Want to tell me what happened just then?” he asked, gently. I saw movement on the far side of the lawn. “Who is that?” My heart rate raced again along with a mixture of anguish and fear. Each emotion clashed and mingled to bring a level of desperation similar in feeling to what Tyler had brought to the fore.

      “It’s only Bodhi,” Jude confessed. “We couldn’t let you be out here on your own. Not because we wanted to disrespect you, but because we don’t trust Ty not to fuck with you again.”

      “Or fuck me, you mean?” The words were out before I had thought what I said.

      “Is that what this is about? You were in a relationship with him?”

      When Jude realized I wouldn’t respond, I sensed he was processing before he spoke. Eventually he blew out a breath, sat down beside me and flung an arm over my shoulder.

      “Dude, I can’t fucking believe I knew nothing about this. How did I miss it? You guys were close but there was never a hint…” he trailed off as if he were wracking his brain for any instance he could have seen.

      “Exactly, there wasn’t one because he controlled the narrative so well behind closed doors. He really got inside my head.”

      “Well, not anymore. Not another fucking minute.” Jude’s snarl interrupted me. The venom in his sadistic tone made me jump. “When the bus leaves here, you and I are going to travel separately he said,” he said. “We’ll get the other bus here and say we’re working on lyrics and shit. You need help to work through this, and you should know you can tell me anything. The last thing I’d ever do is judge you. Bodhi either, we’ve got your back one hundred percent.”

      “I can’t talk about it, Jude. Ty made me sign an NDA.”

      “Yeah, I caught that part. And the Keela part as well,” he confessed. I stood up and ran my hands through my hair because I feared the work I had done on my mental health, in the previous months, stood for shit after my conversation with Tyler. Pain tightened my chest, and I palmed my pecs to comfort myself. Jude immediately stood and sensed how helpless I felt. Stepping forward he wrapped his arms around me and held me tight.

      “Dude. We got this. You’re not on your own with this anymore,” he said, moving a protective palm to the back of my head. I’m here for you. I couldn’t give a flying fuck about what you’ve done or not done. It’s your body. You’re my brother and I’m not going to let that guy screw with you a minute longer.”

      “That fucking NDA,” I muttered because if it hadn’t been for that, the feud would have been dealt with long ago.

      “You might not be able to discuss it, but Bodhi and I heard the whole conversation. There’s nothing to stop us from talking about what he did to you to the people that matter. We didn’t sign anything.”

      I gripped my hair when a fresh wave of panic washed over me. “What a fucking mess,” I muttered.

      “No, it’s not. When have I ever let you down, Levi?” Jude probed. My gaze met his and he stared me down. “So, you trust me to deal with this or not?”

      I nodded. “Why don’t I just go and do another interview, let him sue the fuck out of me and—”

      “What?” Jude roared, vigorously shaking his head. “If you do that, he wins and he takes your hard earned money into the bargain,” he said, cutting me off. “No fucking way, buddy. Trust me, by the time I’m finished with that asshole abuser in there, he’ll never have the balls to fuck with anyone ever again.

      “You bet your ass he won’t,” Bodhi said. I looked up and saw him standing behind Jude. “Life is going to get extremely uncomfortable for Mr. Knott, I’m afraid.”

      “I don’t know if I…” I was about to say cope with the stress of another confrontation but stopped short of expressing this.

      “Boss, you won’t even know anything is up. Trust us. You think I’ve not negated shit on your behalf before without you or Jude knowing about it? It’s what you both pay me for.”

      I’d figured our band lives had run pretty smoothly, so if he had done stuff for us in the past, he was right. I’d never gotten wind of any of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 29

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi

      Jude, Bodhi and I sat outside for almost an hour after my run in with Tyler and smoked a few hastily hand-rolled joints. The first one flattened my mood, the second made me feel more mellow, by the end of the third I felt as though I’d been fed a ‘fuck it all’ pill, and I had become thoroughly chilled.

      Jude and Bodhi talked music, girls and all kinds of random shit until they were certain I was in a good place, and when I told Jude I’d run into Trinnie, a look of surprise came over his face.

      “No shit, Trinnie Dixon,” he said with a wave of nostalgia. “Fuck, she was an ugly little duckling, but she turned into quite the swan, huh?” he mused. “You know she brokered the deal on the vacation home in Nassau I bought for my parents?” Jude disclosed.

      “No shit? Are you serious? How come you never mentioned that?” I asked.

      “I dunno, I got busy. Could be that I was traveling back and forth to see Bailey, or Esther, or when I was trying to buy the apartment in New York? Were you in rehab then? Whatever?” he responded, vaguely as to why Trinnie had slipped his mind. “Yeah, she and Gemma meet up from time to time. They’re still quite tight as friends. Life just gets in the way now. My sister said something about her living up near Melbourne, I think. But they meet up at Captain Hiram’s Resort in Sebastian for dinner sometimes.”

      “Oh, man. Captain Hiram’s. Remember when we played our first gig there? How old was I, seventeen?” I asked, reminiscing.

      Jude scoffed. “Something like that,” he agreed.

      I shook my head, “It’s funny, Trinnie didn’t mention she and Gemma were still in touch or that she’d seen you.”

      “I guess she was probably too star struck by you to mention anything about me.”

      “Ha! You’re so fucking funny,” I said, dryly.

      “Well, since all she wanted to talk about was you every time I spoke with her during the conveyancing period of my sale, my guess was she had the hots for you. Pity though, because I think she’s married.”

      “Was. Recently divorced and living in Key Largo now,” I informed him.

      “Get in there,” Jude said with wide eyes and an even wider smile.

      I smirked because I’d been holding out on him about Trinnie. Perhaps because I hadn’t felt ready for another relationship, or maybe I had enjoyed the feeling of having something that was just mine, since we knew most of one another’s business.

      “There’s a definite chemistry between us, but we’re keeping it casual for now. I still feel I have enough shit to wade through right now, and she’s still recovering from her divorce.”

      “Gotcha, but after today, you should be in a better place since you’ve confronted your demons with Ty. You could do a lot worse than Trinnie, just saying. She’s a knockout. Personally, I figure you’d only need to say the word and the girl would climb you like a tree. Oh, but do you know she has a kid? Nine year old, I think… Gabriella’s her name. Cute and sassy.”

      I nodded. It didn’t matter to me that Trinnie was a mom. People my age tended to have a past. It was more a case of whether I was ready to be involved with someone with heavy responsibilities like that.

      Jude stared toward the house while I’d been lost in my thoughts, and when he glanced back toward me, his eyelids were heavy from the weed. “Can I ask you something?” he asked, more serious.

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Bodhi, go inside,” Jude ordered.

      Bodhi looked from me to Jude, shrugged and stood up. “Guess this is more privacy shit. I’ll be on the other side of the patio door if you need me.”

      We both sat in silence and watched our bodyguard go inside then Jude turned his attention to me. He narrowed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let out a heavy sigh. I instantly sensed that I wasn’t going to like his question.

      “I need to ask you something and I want an honest answer,” he said.

      “Right,” I replied. My suspicious eyes searched his face, and I held my breath as I waited.

      “Have you ever had … feelings for me?” he asked, awkwardly.

      I scrunched my brow in thought. “Feelings?” I repeated before my eyes widened when I realized what he meant. “You mean did I want to fuck you?” I asked, bluntly. As I said this, I could hear a mixture of shock and surprise from the high pitch in my tone.

      “I suppose,” he said, sounding curious. He stole a glance at me before staring down at the ground.

      “No.” My heart pounded in my chest that Jude had harbored such thoughts since he’d overheard the conversation I’d had with Tyler.

      “Why not? I’m hotter than Ty Knott,” he said in an indignant tone. Despite Jude’s comment I heard his relief all the same.

      “You are definitely hotter than him,” I agreed, deadpan.

      “But you’ve never thought—” he trailed off and I could see from the way he rubbed the back of his neck that he found our conversation uncomfortable.

      “Wait. Have you ever had—” I asked. Suddenly wondering why he’d brought the subject up in the first place.

      “Fuck no, I’m as straight as a … poker,” he said and chuckled.

      “That thing with Ty …” I stopped because of the agreement I’d signed. “Fuck, I can’t discuss this,” I hissed in frustration.

      “You can tell me anything,” Jude insisted.

      “I can talk in general terms. This isn’t about my relationship with him, okay?”

      “Right,” he agreed and clapped a hand on my shoulder.

      “I have never, nor have I ever, received.”

      “So, you’ve never bottomed,” he said, clarifying my meaning.

      “You heard what was said, what happened wasn’t entirely consensual in the true sense of that word.”

      “Right, you were manipulated… coerced.”

      “Indeed. Does that answer your question?”

      “It does. And you haven’t…” he began, and I knew he was asking if I’d had relationships with other men.

      “Have I had other men? No. Neither before, nor since him. The thought of what I did with him makes me feel sick, dude. Not that there’s anything wrong in being gay. It’s hard to explain, but what he got me into, is not who I am,” I said.

      “Everyone experiments in their sex lives, one way or another,” Jude argued.

      “This wasn’t an experiment. It’s not as if I was bi-curious or anything. It was a grooming process I went through. Hell, I hardly recognize that guy as the same person I am now.”

      “I’m not sorry I asked,” Jude suddenly said, pinning my gaze with his. “I love you, and I’d still love you the same either way.”

      “I know,” I admitted, because I fully believed him.

      “Right, this is the end of this conversation; we don’t need to revisit it again,” Jude said, drawing a line under the subject.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 30

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi

      The following day went by in a blur. The technicalities of the gigs took over and there was no time for personal shit. When this was done and our input was no longer required, we all split up for a quick rehearsal in the rooms that had been set up for us.

      Singing lightened my mood and, a couple of hours alone with my band after the heavy shit I’d dealt with the night before, had lifted my heart. There was no question what Jude and Bodhi had overheard would go any further, and since my run in with Tyler, the guys in my band had appeared to form an almost invisible wall around me.

      Their protection had been so subtle I barely noticed how one of them was always within earshot of me during conversations with the other bands’ members. Even at dinner when everyone sat in random places, Jude was on one side of me, and Deakon was on the other.

      Later that evening when we’d retired to our rooms Jude knocked on my door.

      “Are you decent?” he asked, shoving the door open without waiting.

      “Yeah, but I think I’m ready to get laid,” I mumbled back with a smirk as I stuffed my dirty T-shirt into a laundry bag Bernadette had given me.

      “I was thinking,” Jude began.

      “Which is always a dangerous sign,” I replied and smiled.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but that thing … last night,” he said, being careful with what he mentioned.

      My heart instantly sank that he’d brought up the conversation he’d overheard again. “What about it?” I snapped instantly irritated.

      “It’s gonna be sorted. So, I figured from your reaction, you’d prefer to get on with the job, right?”

      Relief flooded through me like a soothing balm, and I nodded. “Yeah, thanks.” I continued to pack my shit back in the suitcase that had been here when I’d arrived. “You’re not going to do anything that’ll backfire are you?” I asked.

      “Dude, I’m not doing anything. There are irons in the fire, and that dude is going to get burned. Trust me, you have nothing to worry about.”

      I frowned and he chuckled. “Fuck, I said trust me, Levi. Watch and learn. No one fucks with you and gets away with it. But I cross my heart and hope to die, my hands will be squeaky clean,” he said launching himself onto my bed with a grin.

      “Thanks, man. I know I should have dealt with this years ago. I wasn’t in the right emotional place for that, and I guess it got too big to face.”

      “Right,” he agreed. “So, let’s forget about it, get on the tour bus, and party. I figured we don’t need the second bus just yet.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jude wasn’t kidding when he said party on the bus. For the first couple of hours after we’d set out for Colombia, South Carolina, the guys downed enough alcohol that would have seen most men through a week. When they started getting drunk, I took myself off to my cubbie and put in a call to Trinnie.

      “Hey, can I call you back in five?” Trinnie asked when she answered the phone.

      “Sure,” I said, and hung up. A note of disappointment hit me in the chest, then I smiled. I couldn’t remember the last time, I had called a girl and she hadn’t instantly stopped what she was doing to hear what I had to say.

      A few minutes later my heart raced at the sound of my ringtone.

      “Hey, all good now?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sorry I was just seeing a client out of a viewing when you called.”

      “Where are you?” I asked out of interest.

      “Miami. Heading back to Key Largo tonight. You sound like you’re on the road now,” she guessed.

      “Yeah, on our way up to Colombia, we have three nights there and then two in Charlotte in North Carolina,” I said, glancing down the length of myself as I lay on my bed.

      “Charlotte?” she repeated, sounding excited. “I’m going to be in Charlotte at a Realtor’s workshop with my team.”

      “You are? Do you think you can make it to one of our gigs?”

      “Are you fucking serious? Aren’t the tickets all sold out?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, but here’s the deal, I know some of the guys in the band. I’m sure I could sneak you in.” She laughed.

      “I won’t need to give head or anything to secure a spot, will I?” she joked.

      I barked out a laugh because she was so quick witted. “Well, I don’t think so. But if you were game, I’m sure it would help … probably a certainty if you swallowed.”

      “Ha! Nice try, Levi Milligan,” she replied, playfully. “So … your gig in Charlotte?” she asked excited.

      “I’m excited for you to come,” I admitted.

      “I’m excited to see you in concert, I’ve never seen you guys live.”

      “Are you kidding me? I thought you were a fan.”

      “There’s a difference between being a fan and having teeth envy, Levi,” she joked.

      I laughed. “Right.”

      “So, what will I need to do?” she asked.

      “Apart from the blowjob and swallowing?” I teased and she laughed again. “Just text me where you are staying, and I’ll get our PA to send transport to the airport to take you to your hotel.

      “Can I be cheeky and ask if I can bring my team. There are two other girls and I know they’d love to see the show as much as me.”

      My heart sank a little. “Oh, I thought we could grab a bite to eat or something after the gig. I was hoping to have you to myself.”

      “So? After the gig, they can fend for themselves,” she said, quickly and chuckled.

      “We’re still taking this slow, right?” I asked, but I already knew I was past that.

      “If you insist,” she replied and then let out a sigh, “and if you don’t, we’ll just see how we go.”

      “Is that you getting ahead of yourself again?” I asked, amused by her response.

      “It rather depends on where we’re going with these conversations. Perhaps I should say I’ve moved on from my divorce, and I feel ready to date again. Does that help?”

      “It does,” I said sounding non-committal.

      “Oh, don’t sound so enthusiastic about my disclosure.” Her remark dripped with sarcasm.

      “I really want to fuck you, Trinnie Dixon,” I stated because I was tired of waiting. “Better?” I asked. “As much as I’ve enjoyed our bland foreplay, I’m so hard most of the time I’m a little scared that when I see you in Charlotte, I won’t be able to take things easy.”

      Trinnie cleared her throat and we both chuckled again. “Alright, Mr. Rockstar, I’ll let you get back to your band and I look forward to …” Trinnie cleared her throat again. “Charlotte.”
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      Levi

      “Whoa! That sounded like shit,” Rick bellowed through a bullhorn toward Pointless Effigy. He had sat a few rows back in one of the lower seating areas near pitch level in the William Brice Stadium. He’d obviously stayed to listen to their sound check and didn’t look at all impressed.

      Rising to his feet, he walked down the center aisle onto the pitch, stopped and shook his head. He appeared to deliberate something in his mind before he climbed up the steps at the side of the stage.

      “Did you swap your fingers for thumbs?” he scolded Tyler. “I’m having second thoughts whether you’re up to supporting us with a shit effort like that.” As I heard Rick’s voice clearly from where I sat, I knew he was shouting.

      I briefly considered whether the Rock God was showing signs of nerves, because personally, I’d also been watching from a seat in the stadium and had heard nothing wrong with how Tyler had played. However, I reminded myself that Rick was a perfectionist, so I figured there must have been something in the performance I’d missed.

      Williams Brice Stadium had a capacity of fifty thousand, and I considered although the sound had traveled well to where I sat, perhaps the imperfections in the audio weren’t as sharp for me as it would have been for Rick nearer the stage.

      “Again,” Rick shouted, “and remember, you’re playing in the big leagues here. If you’re going to sound like amateurs, you might as well pack your bags and get the fuck off my stage right now.”

      “Jesus, it sounds like Rick needs to get laid,” Deakon remarked as he wandered toward me, pulled down the stadium seat next to me and dropped onto it.

      “I couldn’t hear anything wrong with that could you?” I asked.

      “Technically, it sounded okay to me, not great, but okay. Then again, I hate their music. The songs sound half-finished at the best of times. Some of the lyrics are cringeworthy and dragged out to make them rhyme or fit the melody.” He started to sing one of their better-known songs and dragged out a couple of words of the first verse right before the bridge to make them fit with the music.

      We both started laughing at his effort. “See what I mean?” my bandmate suggested. “What the fuck is that? If you or Jude had made us perform anything like that, I’d have kicked your asses.”

      “You’re right. I understand now why they’ve never made it,” I agreed, because when I thought more about their songs, either the lyrics or the tempo of the songs felt wrong, in other words the mood of the lyrics didn’t fit with the pace of the music.

      “Who are the main songwriters in the band?” Deakon asked.

      “Cyrus and Tyler,” I disclosed from what I’d remembered.

      “Fuck me,” he said with widened eyes. “They should stick to what they do best, sing and play the guitar, because I could write better songs than those. Their lyrics don’t make sense either, like there are these random short words they’ve added at the end of sentences, and the way they’ve tried to add the music makes whatever song they’re playing sound like shit.”

      “Again,” we heard Rick roar, then watched as he strode across to Tyler, held out both his arms and gesticulated in different directions. We didn’t need sound to tell us how pissed Rick was with his effort.

      “Come on, let’s go nearer. Maybe we’ll hear what’s wrong and we can offer some feedback,” I said. We stood and began moving down the rows, to take us nearer to the stage.

      “Maybe get a new songwriter,” Deakon suggested, dryly.

      Tyler struck a chord, and the band repeated the song as before. They had barely finished when Rick blew up and cursed at them again.

      “How the fuck did I agree to share a stage with you guys? I must have been blind fucking drunk. That performance wasn’t pathetic, it wasn’t good enough to be classed as fucking pathetic.” He stretched out a hand in the bassist’s direction before pointing toward Brad the drummer. “Leona and Brad this isn’t directed at either of you. It’s highly unfortunate that you’ve both been saddled with a shit lead singer, and an even worse lead guitarist.”

      Rick turned away from them and shielded his eyes from the sun as he looked out at the stadium. When he couldn’t see anyone, he wandered over to clutch the bullhorn. “Robo are you out there?” he bellowed, calling for his lead guitarist. He shouted so loudly feedback caused the mic to screech.

      “Yo!” a faint voice called back from the other side of the stadium.

      “Would you kindly get your ass up here so that we can show these cock sucking turds how it’s done?”

      Deakon snorted and buried his face in the crook of his elbow, and I bit my cheek so as not to laugh.

      “You gotta fucking love Rick Fars,” he muttered. His muffled voice became a cackle until his shoulders shook as he tried to contain his laughter. “Did you see the look on Tyler’s face?” he squeaked out as he tried unsuccessfully to contain his laughter.

      “I wasn’t looking at him, I was watching Cyrus,” I said, deadpan.” I kind of feel bad for them because they’re not as bad as Rick is making them out to be.”

      “Well, whatever has crawled up Rick’s ass, he isn’t taking it well. What are you concerned for anyway, I thought Rick putting Tyler down would have made your day?”

      “It does. It’s the rest of the band I feel sorry for,” I agreed, realising this was the truth of the matter.

      When Robo stepped onto the stage it caught our attention and we both fell silent to watch. Tyler began to remove his guitar by taking the strap over his head, but Robo shook his hand at him and kind of shouldered him out of the way. One of Cobham Street’s guitar technicians handed Robo a Fender Stratocaster and he slipped his strap into place. He then plugged it into the rig and watched Rick as put down the bullhorn and took the mic off the stand.

      “Go sit down there and listen to this,” he ordered Cyrus and Tyler.

      Both men looked dejected when they jumped down off the stage.

      “Don’t sit there.” He barked when they moved to sit where Rick had initially been. Rick shooed them away by flicking his hands. “Keep going until you’re about halfway back,” he ordered again when they made to sit down a little further down.

      Deakon chuckled, enjoying their humiliation. “How pissed do they look?”

      My gaze flicked from the stage to their faces as the passed below us. Even from a distance, I could feel the animosity rolling off their shoulders as I sat watching the scene play out with interest. Tyler glanced up as if he’d sensed I was looking down at him. Our vantage point was roughly twenty rows from the stadium floor to his left-hand side. Deakon flipped him the bird and Tyler cast him a dark glare.

      “Don’t,” I chastised. “They’ve got to play live later. They’re not going to perform any better by you making their lead guitarist even more pissed.”

      “And don’t you go defending that shit when he’s given you nothing but grief for all of those years,” Deakon shot back.

      That wasn’t what I was doing, but I didn’t enjoy seeing anyone being humiliated either. It brought back feelings within me of my own humiliation at Tyler’s hands.

      When Rick deemed them far enough back, he nodded to Robo before they had even sat down. Robo began to play the simple twelve bar, three chord music Tyler had played before.

      Rick began to sing the song they had been singing, and within seconds, not only did the music sound more polished, Rick ad-libbed and adapted the words to make lyrics that fit with the music smoother. Leona and Brad grinned and both looked in their element for the chance to play with two of the world’s rock gods. I immediately heard why Rick was on their back, Cyrus and Tyler’s mediocre performances, and poor choice of words were eclipsing the true talent of the band.

      “Fuck me, Rick’s giving them a master class on their song,” Deakon said as he chuckled, delighted. When they finished, Deakon stood up, whistled and clapped. Rick dropped the mic onto the stage floor and waved the other two band members back.

      Both Cyrus and Tyler bowed their heads as they headed back to the stage, and although I should have been wallowing in Tyler’s degradation, after Rick’s genuine improvements to their music, I felt nothing. As soon as I noted this, I felt as if I could breathe easier.

      Rick’s genuine dressing down of Pointless Effigy helped me recognize that Tyler Knott really wasn’t the talented hero I had once been led to believe him to be. From that moment, I felt free of the invisible chains Tyler had shackled me with, and I no longer felt ashamed that he had manipulated me.
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      In the evening, Williams Brice Stadium was a different beast altogether from the hollow space we’d done our sound checks in earlier that day. Packed with fifty thousand fans of both Cobham Street and Screaming Shadows, it had only taken fifteen minutes online for all the coveted tickets to be sold out.

      Rick was a genius because it was also an opportunity to play in front of music lovers that had perhaps never seen one or the other of the bands play before. It could bring many new followers for both sets of bands. I’d had time to reflect on what Rick had put Pointless Effigy through that afternoon, and I saw why he was the best of the best. All music fans deserved the greatest performance we could give them, and the likes of Tyler and Cyrus were riding on our coattails.

      “Why am I feeling so nervous?” Greg asked, as he mussed up his hair in front of a dressing room mirror. I guessed it was because Greg had just been coming to terms with his fame when the last tour finished and since then we hadn’t done anything live.

      Jude slapped his back. “You’re in the big league now. You’ve done these gigs enough times, and you have fans in your own right along with the band,” he said, giving Greg a pep talk. “I’ll admit being given equal status at a gig of this magnitude is pretty daunting the first time it happens, but you need to remember you’re here because you’re enough.”

      “Enough?” Greg repeated, frowning.

      “Yeah, good enough. Talented enough. Famous enough. Enough,” he remarked, deadpan. “Now all you’ve gotta do is go out there and show the fans why you’re enough.”

      “Where the fuck are Deakon and Korry, they should have been here twenty minutes ago?” I asked, checking the time on my cell phone. I figured they should have been here by now.

      Jude looked concerned and pulled out his cell. He opened his phone and hit a number on speed dial. “Mikey are they with you?”

      He listened and relief washed over his face. “Just coming in now,” Jude informed me.

      “Going to warm up,” I said to Jude. I grabbed a fresh towel and went into the bathroom. Once I had turned on the faucets and let the hot water create steam in the small space, I went through my vocal exercises. I had finished my regime when I heard loud laughter coming from the dressing room.

      “What did I miss?” I asked as I swapped T-shirts and took a seat on a red leather couch.

      “Nothing, besides a great lap dance and a blow job,” Deakon replied.

      “So that’s where you both slipped off to?”

      “Sorry dude, did you want to come?” Deakon asked, and the other three burst out laughing. “Ha! Very clever, I meant, come with us,” Deakon clarified.

      “Synchronized coming. Everyone comes together, I thought that’s what you aimed for anyway. No one likes finishing last.” Deakon laughed before he turned to look at me again.

      “We just wanted something to take the edge off. It’s a big night,” Korry stated as he opened a can of beer.

      “What were you all laughing about before?” I asked.

      “I was just telling them that Korry tried to impress the lap dancer he had by telling her he was the keyboard player in Screaming Shadows. She asked if he thought she was stupid because she knew Screaming Shadows didn’t have a keyboard player,” Deakon told me.

      I almost choked, laughing when I saw how annoyed Korry looked. “Bet that went down well.”

      “Oh, it went down like a lead balloon because he then had his phone out googling photographs of himself with his keyboard on stage with the band,” Deakon added.

      We laughed so hard, Jude wiped tears from his eyes and Korry looked disgusted because we were laughing at his expense.

      “But that’s not the best part,” Deakon disclosed, breathless with laughter. “When he showed her, she said that’s not you and that’s not Screaming Shadows, that’s a rock band from the 80s.” We all cracked up again.

      “What did you do then?” I asked Korry, still laughing and wiping my own eyes by then.

      “As I had paid for extras, I corrected her on the band name as I grabbed her by her hair, stuck her face in my groin and put my cock in her mouth. The girl was as thick as pig shit.”

      A knock on the door was quickly followed by Bernadette entering. “Right guys, cell phones and any other devices that are likely to cause a distraction please,” she muttered with her large click lid box.

      “Hang on I just had a text,” I said when I was about to shut off my cell and it vibrated in my hand.

      Trinnie: Break a leg or whatever it is you do when you go out there and give your fans a treat.

      I grinned.

      Me: Will do. I’ll message you after the gig.

      I had been thinking more about Trinnie in the previous couple of days and it gave me a warm feeling that I had also been on her mind.
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      Nerves before going on stage were a new experience for me. I wondered if this was because of all that had happened since I’d left rehab or whether it was that I was more in touch with my feelings these days. Either way, I wasn’t a fan.

      “Cheer up,” Deakon said as he bumped shoulders with me, while we walked purposely toward the stairs leading up to the stage from the bowels of the stadium.

      The moment he said this, something must have happened that alerted the fans we were on our way because the crowd roared. An instant buzz ran through me, and I couldn’t help but grin.

      “It’s been a hot minute since we did this, are you ready to show these guys why you’re the donkey’s nuts?” Jude asked me.

      I laughed. “Donkey’s nuts? Where the fuck did you get that one?”

      “I have no idea what made me say that,” he replied, chuckling.

      “Whatever. I can’t pretend I’m not a bit anxious to get this gig over with.”

      “Yeah, but three songs in and you’ll be the same ol’ irresistible Levi and have all the girls in the crowd wanting to get into your pants.”

      “I can only hope,” I said, chuckling.

      “We need to bring our A game, guys. When Rick’s band walks out on that stage after we’ve been up there, I want that crowd to feel disappointed they’re not getting more from us,” I told Jude and the rest of the guys as we stood in the dark inhaling expectation in the air.

      “Who are you waiting for?” The MC suddenly belted out over the public address system.

      Immediately our fans roared back, “Screaming Shadows.”

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?” the announcer asked as he whipped the crowd into a frenzy of excited screams, whistles, and feet stomps.

      “Screaming Shadows.” A small section of the crowd began chanting our name and within seconds the chanting changed to a roar of anticipation. Instantly the atmosphere became electrically charged, the sound alerted them that our appearance on stage was then imminent.

      Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I stood listening to their roar of eager expectation. A wave of excitement sparked through me when I heard the announcer draw breath as I waited for my moment to step out onto the stage.

      “And now for your entertainment, please welcome, the band you have all been waiting for … Screaming Shadows.”

      Taking our cue, we all rushed out on stage, grabbed our instruments while Jude took his place behind the drums.

      Jude gave a four beat and Deakon immediately launched into our signature riff for the song we had opened with for every tour we’d ever done.

      Instantly the crowd went berserk with roaring cheers and the moment I began to sing they all lifted me in support when they began to sing along.

      Of course, Jude was right. By song three I was the same confident front man of the band I had always been. But with one difference. I was sober, my mind was clear, and my energy levels were higher than they had ever been.

      For an hour I bounced, ran and jumped, covering the stage from end to end as our fans sang along. It took skill and breathing control to run up and down the stage extension that reached to the middle of the mosh pit where the standing room only fans went wild. But I was a seasoned pro and covering all areas was expected during the performance.

      During a lull between numbers, a fan called out, “Over here, Levi, I love you.” Covering my eyes to screen out the spotlights I scanned the floor and saw a gorgeous young girl stretching out the hem of her T-shirt to indicate that I should pay attention.

      Moving closer to see it, I still couldn’t read it that well. Greg nodded toward the camera man who repositioned his lens. A roar of laughter quickly changed to cheers that filled the air. I glanced up to the screen behind the band and read it.

      Any guy who fucks with Levi Milligan won’t ever be fucking me.

      The audience applauded the girl because it was an obvious reference to the interviewer that had given me shit on TV. Grinning, I turned back, blew her a kiss, and patted my hand over my heart.

      When I gestured my thanks for her support, it lifted the crowd again. Jude anticipated an awkward pause may have ensued where I’d have felt obliged to comment and immediately began drumming the intro to the next song.

      By the time we were done with our set and running off stage, Rick Fars stood, stance wide, arms folded, watching the performance from stage left. At that point I could have cared less what he thought because it was the fans that counted, and they had appeared to be having a ball.

      With only a fifteen-minute toilet break between both bands, Rick stepped forward and patted me on the back.

      “Dude that was fucking awesome. There wasn’t one bum note in that set from you or your band. Can you guys come here about 1:00 p.m. tomorrow because I want to deal with something before the gig tomorrow night.”

      “Sure, anything you need us to do beforehand?”

      “Nope, just show up and leave the rest of the arrangements to me.”

      As I skipped down the steps, still buzzing from the high of the performance, I saw Keela straight ahead of me. My elation was instantly replaced by a knot of anguish. She was busy working with a length of cable as my heart stalled. Then, as if she knew I was there, she looked up. Instantly, her hands that had been busy rolling up the cable between her hand and elbow fell still.

      “Hey,” I said. My sorry heart clenched tight when I saw her dull eyes as her features pinched from her general discomfort at seeing me. The strain between us felt palpable and lasted for a moment. “I’m so sorry,” I said as my hand stretched half-heartedly toward her. I stopped short of touching her and dropped it awkwardly to my side. “Keela, I know I said it a hundred times in the voicemails, but I really am sorry. I’m glad you left me. I didn’t deserve you. I was oblivious that you weren’t okay with the arrangement we’d made.”

      Keela glanced away from me and shrugged. “I could say I find that hard to believe, Levi. But, apart from when you were alone with me, I felt mostly invisible to you. However, I know I was partly to blame for agreeing to sharing you in the first place. Looking back, I’m not sure whether it was love or infatuation at the time that made me accept what you wanted,” she admitted.

      Lost for words I stood nodding like an idiot and stared at her face with a vacant mind. If I had expected a wave of emotion to flow through me at some point when we spoke, that didn’t happen.

      Being empty of the grief I’d felt in the early days when she’d left, made me realize I had never really been in love with Keela. What I’d had with her had been a comfortable dependency. That said, I still cared about her, and felt it only right to attempt to put her straight about the kind of man Tyler was. Even if she didn’t believe me.

      “Keela, I wish you the best in life, sweetheart. You’re a fabulous girl, and because of this what I’m going to say next, isn’t a case of me poking my nose where it isn’t wanted. It’s me trying to protect you from making another mistake with a man.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she snapped.

      “You know Tyler Knott isn’t a decent man?”

      “What Ty and I have, has nothing to do with you,” she countered.

      “In normal circumstances, I’d agree. But I haven’t hated him all these years without reason. You know how I feel about him. He’s highly manipulative, Keela.”

      “Is this a case of you didn’t know what you had until it’s gone? You didn’t want me, but you don’t want him to have me either?”

      “No, it’s not. I hate the thought of you being with him, but not for the reason you think. The fact I could treat you the way I did, tells me it was the right decision for us not to be together. There are many men in the world that would treasure you, but Ty—”

      “I’m not with him to punish you, Levi, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said.

      “I don’t doubt that. You aren’t a malicious person. I only wish I could say the same about Ty.”

      “That man has been nothing but loving toward me. The understanding he’s shown me since I came back to work for Pointless Effigy has been amazing. He was a great shoulder for me to cry on. His patience and understanding after we split got me through.”

      “I’ll bet. I’ll also bet he told you how incredible you were. How you needed a friend, someone who would listen and that he wanted to be that person for you. The next thing you knew was that you were telling him all your deepest thoughts and the intimate details that interviewer called me out on … stuff he disclosed and fabricated with lies to that guy as well?” I hissed.

      As I stood with my eyes locked on her face, I quietly fumed that Tyler had used her like that to get to me. But I couldn’t tell her how I knew this without breaking the NDA. Keela’s eyes searched mine and eventually tears began to pool in them. My heart squeezed, sad that she should have been caught up in another of Tyler’s cunning plots to humiliate me.

      “I know you probably hate me right now, and you won’t want to bring yourself to face what I’ve said is true. But believe me, I want to see you happy, and if you stay with Tyler Knott, that man will ruin you. He’ll make you question everything you are, until eventually he’ll control how you think and how you react, and then he’ll come to abuse you. He’ll have you feeling so insecure, that you’ll do everything he says just to make yourself feel normal. But it won’t be normal, you’ll be weak, trapped and lack the confidence to get out.”

      “And you know all this how?”

      “I can’t explain, and I know this is a huge ask, but please trust me on this. The last thing I want is for you to get hurt again.”

      When a single tear trailed down her cheek, I caught it on instinct with the back of my forefinger. Her hand immediately curled over mine. Lowering it, she gave it a squeeze before she let it go. Then, with a rueful smile, she shrugged, nodded, turned and walked away.
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      “Bodhi,” I said, answering my cell phone shortly after 11.45 a.m. the following morning. I felt good and had slept like a log after four small measures of whiskey. It would have been easy to have gotten flat off my ass drunk the night before, but I’d conditioned myself to stop when that slight buzz set in.

      “Checking you’re up and about. Transport is coming at 12:30. Do you want any breakfast?”

      “Coffee, maybe a waffle or something.”

      “Sure thing, I’ll get something sent up to your room. I’ll come to take you down at 12:25.”

      I hung up the phone and dressed. A few minutes later, some waffles, crispy bacon and a jar of my favorite old-fashioned maple syrup arrived with a pot of strong coffee. I took my time, eating and drinking as I scrolled through my social media until Bodhi came to collect me.

      “Wonder what Rick has up his sleeve for today?” Jude asked as we all sat in the back of the van on the way to the venue.

      “Maybe he wants us all to stick it to Tyler Knott,” Deakon replied and chuckled to himself. My heart missed a beat and I wondered for a split second whether he too had heard my confrontation with Tyler a few nights before. When only Korry and Greg laughed, he looked from me to Jude and looked confused.

      “What? After the way Rick shafted him yesterday, I’m guessing there’s more of the same treatment in store for Pointless Effigy again today. Who wants to bet?”

      Relief filled every cell within me that Deakon was talking in slang terms and not trying to ‘out’ the reason I had such an issue with the band’s lead guitarist.

      “Now that you mention it, I wouldn’t bet against it after yesterday’s dressing down,” I agreed when I felt more relaxed.

      “Man, wait until you hear how Rick goes off on them,” Deakon excitedly told the others. “It was a fucking shit show, but one I wouldn’t have missed for the world.”

      “If I’m honest, it made me feel a little off, but mostly for Cyrus. His voice can’t compete with Rick’s but he’s got a decent set of pipes,” I said, coming to Cyrus’s defense.

      “Well, their songs are shit, so maybe if he had some decent material, he’d have gotten less flack yesterday,” Deakon insisted.

      “I thought this tour was going to be a fun bonding exercise but after yesterday, I’m not so sure. I’m glad it’s a short one at least. To be honest, I don’t want to drag any negativity from these gigs going forward to our own tour,” I mused.

      “Agreed. Whatever happens with Cobham Street and Pointless Effigy, we can’t let it fuck with us. We’ve always been tight as a band until that shit toward the end of Joe’s stint with us. But now that he’s gone and Greg’s been a great fit for us, we’re sound again,” Jude remarked.

      “I think the way we’ve shown everyone we have one another’s backs in the past week or two sends a clear message to anyone stupid enough to try to fuck with one of us again,” Deakon confirmed, agreeing further with Jude’s statement.

      I nodded but said nothing because my mind had already raced ahead to focus on what Rick would want from us when we got to the venue.
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      The moment we hit the corridors on the way to the stage, my heart sank when I heard one of Pointless Effigy’s better songs being played. It quickly became apparent Rick was determined to keep riding their asses until they performed at the best of their ability.

      When we reached the edge of the stage the movement must have caught Rick’s eye because he lifted his hand to acknowledge us and then signaled with his hand across his neck in a cutting motion for the band to stop playing.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said, slapping Jude on the back and making eye contact with the rest of us.

      “I wanna get this lot to sing a few covers,” he said, gesturing with his thumb over his shoulder. “The less they sing of their own songs, the better the warmup will be for the fans. Last night didn’t sound too hot and since I brought them on tour with us their live performance is on me.”

      My gaze flitted across to Cyrus while Rick spoke and he looked thoroughly embarrassed, as I would have been had Rick been tearing me a new one about my work.

      “Are you up for that, Levi?” Rick said, cutting in on my distraction.

      “What? Sorry, I was thinking about something that happened last night in our own set,” I lied.

      “I want you to put your take on “Thunder” the Imagine Dragons’ song. You know it, right?”

      “I do,” I admitted. Concerned, my eyes slid to Jude’s and I lifted a brow in a silent glance that asked if he was okay with this. Jude gave me a slight incline of his head to one side that said he didn’t mind.

      “Right, you can sing it and Cyrus can try to emulate it afterward,” Rick ordered.

      “Why can’t he put his own interpretation on it?” I inquired.

      “Because we don’t have time to piss around until he figures it out. The guy isn’t a natural.” Rick’s scathing, blunt remark shocked me. This must have registered on my face when he sighed and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Look, I’m not here to be anyone’s friend. If these guys want to stay making music and getting gigs, then they need to improve their effort. This band has been going what? Thirteen … fourteen years?” he asked Leona. The girl nodded and Rick turned back with his hand wide. “Have any of you heard them sing anything except this same shit in all that time?”

      “Nope,” Deakon replied aloud with a pop on the P.

      “Indeed,” Rick agreed. They haven’t evolved with the times. So, let’s get at it. I’ve picked three covers and five numbers from their own material. That’s all they have time for anyway, it’s a quick half hour set. If they can’t manage not to fuck that up, they have no business being here. Many bands with far greater talent could have had that spot.”

      Personally, I could think of nothing less pleasant than to sing with Tyler playing lead guitar and as if Deakon knew what I was thinking, he strode across the stage, grabbed one of his two guitars and strapped it on himself.

      “Do you mind?” he asked Tyler. Jude covered his mouth and turned away, and I guessed he thought it funny that Deakon had covered my ass and pushed Tyler aside.

      “Wait, Tyler, you make sure to listen to what Deakon does as well. Give me a minute, I want to get out there to see how it sounds,” Rick said, climbing down with the aid of Jed, his bodyguard, and took a seat way back near where Tyler and Cyrus had been sent to sit the day before.

      When he sat down, he signaled with both hands above his head for us to get on with the performance.

      Bradley began the simple drum beat for me to sing acapella and I began to sing a slightly slower version of the song because having watched Cyrus the day before, I figured he had sung the slower songs better. His voice hadn’t sounded so strained and he breathed less into the mic.

      It was a very easy but extremely popular hit song, so I figured Rick had chosen well. There was little doubt in my mind the fans would join in and love it.

      I’d barely finished singing when I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. Fuck. I was thankful it had been on silent.

      Pulling it out, I saw it was Rick and answered. “Hey.”

      “That was perfect. If Cyrus fucks this up, he’s walking home. Tell him to have at it and put his side kick back in the line-up as well.”

      Rick hung up and I nodded to Cyrus. “Breathe steady, it’s not a hard song, you’ll be fine,” I encouraged.

      It was a fucked-up position to be in. As young aspiring musicians, Screaming Shadows used to look up to Pointless Effigy when we were starting out. However, when Rick Fars said jump, everyone asked how high.

      Strange as it sounds, I found myself holding my breath while Tyler performed a lot of the time. I might have hated him, but there were other members of the band depending on the money from the tour. Plus, their small crew of a guitar technician, Keela and another roadie relied on the band for their living. My sympathies lay with them, and for that reason I was willing them to succeed.

      Thankfully, they did another two covers—“Creep” by Radiohead and “Seven Nation Army” by The White Stripes—and those numbers were good, not great, but better than the songs Rick insisted they drop from their set. The numbers he’d chosen to be included were all easy to sing and play, and if they fucked them up on the night, Rick was right, Pointless Effigy had no business being along on the tour with us.
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      Thank God, the last two nights at Williams-Brice had run smoothly. The journey up to Charlotte was short but it had felt chilled without any women on the bus.

      I half wondered if Deakon had worn his dick out, since I’d come out of rehab, he had surprised me the most. He was still a player, but it was as if he’d looked at his own spiraling behavior. He had also shown a strong sense of loyalty toward me that I hadn’t been aware of before.

      TRINNIE: Charlotte I am in you! No not the woman, the city, you dirty boy. We’ll be checked in by 3:30 this afternoon. Call me when you’re free.

      ME: And there I was thinking you were sexting with one hand.

      TRINNIE: See! I hardly know you, yet I can read your dirty thoughts.

      ME: Fuck! Now I’m really in trouble. I’ll call you later … or maybe I’ll just think the details and you’ll show up anyway.

      “What the fuck are you grinning at?” Jude asked as I slipped my cell into my back pocket and climbed off the bus after it had come to a halt outside our hotel for the next two nights.

      Two nights in the Metro Credit Union Amphitheatre at The AvidxChange in downtown Charlotte was a much more intimate venue, and a change of pace from the large stadium. With a capacity of five thousand each night, the size was as far removed from the first three gigs as it could be. Both venues were only about an hour and a half apart, yet all the tickets had sold out as soon as they had gone on sale.

      Rick had chilled out since he’d ironed out Pointless Effigy’s performance issues, and the guys in our band and Cobham Street had found we gelled personality wise, and we worked well together.

      As a band we were used to early check-ins and although staying at the Ritz-Carlton in Charlotte may have sounded extravagant, the price tag was usually enough to keep most of our music fans away. This meant less headaches for our security team and the privacy helped us relax between performances.

      I’d arranged an early light dinner for Trinnie and her team before the concert, and had invited Deakon, Korry and Greg to join us. It had been a long time since I’d done anything for a girl I wasn’t being intimate with, and as such, I had a nervous feeling in my belly that hadn’t been present in years.

      So far, Trinnie and I had had one coffee and one lunch together, and although my excitement to know she was coming had grown, I kept reminding myself that neither of us was sure we were ready for something else. My head knew this, my body hadn’t quite got the memo, no matter how many times I’d had this thought.

      Jude skipped out on my invitation to join us because Esther was flying in from New York for a couple of days. He had told me he loved me, but if it was a choice between the Milligan he saw most days, and the one he could snuggle up in bed with, he’d choose Esther every day of the week.

      When I had settled into my hotel room and freshened up, I called Trinnie as I’d promised.

      “Hey, it’s me,” I said casually.

      “Hey, you,” she replied cheerily.

      “Where are you at?” I asked, sounding upbeat.

      “Still home. I’m just doing some last-minute paperwork here, and then I’ll head to the airport. “Where are you staying?”

      “The Ritz-Carlton. You?”

      “The Marriott, Downtown Charlotte.”

      “I think we passed that. If it’s the one I’m thinking it is, it’s only a block or two away from here. I’ll send a car for you and your team.”

      She blew a low whistle. “I looked at the Ritz-Carlton but it was too pricey for the whole team on my expense account,” she admitted.

      “I could get you some rooms here if you prefer,” I suggested.

      “And I’d beat you with a stick, Mr. Milligan. My feminist ego would never allow such generosity. Besides, the Marriott staff won’t be as snooty. I’m happy with what I’ve arranged.”

      “Ouch, and there I was trying to be nice,” I said.

      “I prefer the bad boy you are, if that’s all the same to you,” she shot back with a chuckle.

      “Duly noted,” I replied playfully, and caught how wide my grin was in the dressing table mirror. “I thought we could have an early dinner around 5:00. If you can eat then … you and your team, I mean. We’ve only eaten breakfast and some shit snacks on the way up here.”

      “That sounds fantastic. Your offer just protected my waistline from all that delicious junk food on offer at the airport.”

      “Nothing wrong with your waistline. In fact, it’s a perfect waistline.”

      “Are you flirting with me again, Levi?”

      “A guy has to have some perks, right?” I shot back with a chuckle.

      “Only if a girl can have those perks as well,” came her sassy reply.

      “I love to flirt,” I confessed.

      “Then, I’m happy to oblige,” she admitted, sounding amused.

      “I love a girl that obliges,” I said in a low, seductive tone.

      Trinnie chuckled and cleared her throat. “We could do this all day and I’ll lose track of time and miss my plane because I’d need to change my panties,” she muttered wistfully.

      “Wow.” I gasped and cleared my throat at her unexpected dirty remark. “Right,” I agreed when I’d recovered from that visual. “Shall I send a car for you?”

      “To the hotel? It’s two blocks at most … and it’s a beautiful day.”

      “No, dumbass, to the airport … and to the hotel I suppose,” I replied.

      “Dumbass?”

      “Sexy, dumbass,” I corrected with another smile on my lips.

      “And you know this how?” she teased, still playful.

      “You think I didn’t watch how those perfect round cheeks winked seductively at me as you walked down my driveway that first day?”

      “You did?” she asked. The upward affection in her tone told me she was surprised.

      My heart swelled in my chest and a small thrill shot through my body when she challenged my comment that was aimed to knock her off center.

      “Like I said, a guy has to have some perks.”

      “Okaaay,” she dragged out and then chuckled. When she spoke again, she sounded a little breathless. “I … I’d better git or I’ll not be coming at this rate.”

      “On the contrary, coming’s a speciality of mine,” I shot back without thinking.

      “I can see these next couple of days are going to be challenging,” she remarked, but I heard the smile in her voice.

      “Indeed. Good chat, Trinnie Dixon. I’ll see you when you get here.” I hung up before she did and sat staring at myself in the mirror.

      Somehow along the way, the sweet little hometown girl I’d barely noticed in middle school, had begun to creep into my mind more and more during my waking days.
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      Levi

      “Am I seeing things?” Deakon probed, as Korry and Greg sat chatting in my suite.

      “What?” I asked, as I stood lost in thought by my window that had an incredible view of the expansive skyline of Charlotte.

      “I’ve not seen you this distracted in years. This woman must be quite something,” he said.

      “She’s an old school friend,” I replied. Although that statement wasn’t entirely true, she was Gemma’s friend, and I figured that was close enough.

      “What are these women like she’s bringing with her?” he inquired.

      I shrugged. “I dunno. She’s at a conference tomorrow, they’re all realtors.”

      “In that case, I bet they’re stunning,” he said.

      “And how do you figure that?” I asked, frowning.

      “They’re in the Miami housing market and they’re selling high end properties. They don’t manage to do that unless they’re not ugly, short men or stunning, leggy women.”

      For a moment I considered his point because Trinnie did have amazing legs … then again, I thought every inch of her I’d seen so far was amazing. “Maybe,” I replied, not outright wanting to agree with him. I already knew Trinnie was a knockout, but I couldn’t vouch for the other two women. “Just try not to fuck any of them. They’re only here for two nights.”

      “Aw, you’re no fun these days,” Deakon poked. “What’s the plan for tomorrow night?” he asked.

      “Not sure, but we don’t fly to New York until the following day. Then we’re bussing it over to Boston and Chicago, right?”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      The telephone in the suite rang and I answered it.

      “The Dixon party are here for you,” the concierge informed me.

      “I’ll send one of my guys to bring them up,” I replied and replaced the handset on the receiver.

      “Best fucking behavior,” I warned as I texted Mikey to bring Trinnie and her team up. Bodhi had already gone to pick up Esther from the airport.

      “Said the guy whose balls have slammed more holes than Tiger Woods,” Korry replied, and all three of them started laughing.

      I growled, but a smile broke out on my lips, and I bowed my head and shook it. The guys were too quick witted for their own good sometimes. “You’re mute for the rest of the night,” I ordered, wagged a finger toward Korry, then headed over to the suite’s door.

      Mikey knocked on my hotel room door before he used his key card. My heart sped up in anticipation as the door opened, and I saw Trinnie behind him. As she stepped inside, she looked and smelled delicious dressed in a two-piece pant suit made from some sort of soft flowing material. Beneath the jacket she wore a small silky chemise top, edged with lace trim that covered half of her cleavage.

      It was the perfect outfit designed to turn heads, and from the smug look on her face I guessed my jaw-dropping reaction was the one she’d anticipated when she’d chosen it.

      I stepped aside for the ladies to enter, and Mikey stepped back into the corridor and closed the door. Trinnie looked up at me, smiled, and our gaze instantly became heated. A low whistle came from one of the guys in the room and it vaguely registered with me.

      “Hey, you,” I said, snapping out of my distraction. Stepping forward, I held her shoulders and kissed her cheeks. Her now familiar perfume caught my attention and I held her a moment longer as I inhaled the sexy, feminine fragrance.

      “You smell good enough to eat,” I blurted as I dropped my hands quickly and turned to look at the other two women. From my peripheral vision I saw Deakon hovering and instantly knew he’d thought one of them hot.

      “Let me introduce you,” Trinnie said, sounding business-like as she turned to look at her colleagues. They were both very pretty women, a good few inches taller than Trinnie. Six footers I’d guessed, but Trinnie was still by far the best looking. Neither responded to their boss as their gazes constantly flitted between me and Deakon.

      “Nessa Sommes, this is Levi Milligan, an old school friend of mine,” she said to the red headed girl with blood red lipstick, and unusually pale skin for Miami. She was exactly Deakon’s type. Nessa stood awestruck, speechless and blinking. It was a familiar response from women I’ve met, and I knew exactly how to handle her.

      “Nice to meet you, sweetheart,” I said. Leaning in, I gave her a peck on the cheek. The girl who was in her mid-twenties didn’t move and when Trinnie realized Nessa was starstruck she ignored her.

      “This is Faith Rollins— Levi,” she said in a confident tone. Faith, a brunette, flashed me a shy, nervous smile, and in the same way I had greeted Nessa, I gave her a peck on the cheek as well.

      “Let me introduce you to my bandmates. Deakon Brosley, Korry Moonan and Greg Booker,” I said, pointing to them each in turn.

      Deakon made a B-line for Nessa and pulled her in for a hug. “Great to meet you,” he said, sliding his hand down her arm and grabbing her by the hand. “Come, take a seat,” he ordered, tugging her toward the couch he’d been sitting on.

      Greg stood up and rubbed the back of his neck. “Hello, Faith,” he said in his soft Irish Brogue.

      “Oh, God, you’re Irish. I forgot. I swoon at an Irish accent. My grandpa came from County Sligo,” she remarked, instantly capturing Greg’s attention.

      “I can’t believe you brought us here and never told us who we were meeting,” Nessa muttered, still looking over toward me and then back to Deakon.

      “What’s the difference, they’re just guys,” Trinnie remarked, but shot me a wink when Nessa’s gaze had become transfixed on Deakon.

      “That’s right, we’re just guys,” I repeated, looked at Faith and gestured toward the couches. “Drinks anyone?” I asked. I nodded to the butler who’d been brought in to assist us for the afternoon.

      Once everyone had a drink, Trinnie and I shared the story of how we’d met up again. This served as a great icebreaker and once the girls had relaxed, we swapped a few hilarious band and realtor stories before we sat down to dinner.

      As we were performing on stage later that evening, dinner was a simple meal of chicken and salad. When she’d finished eating, Trinnie rested her hand over mine. “Thanks for doing this, Levi. It’s great to see you again.”

      “Trust me, the pleasure’s all mine. I couldn’t have found three more beautiful women and great company to share my afternoon with,” I admitted.

      “Well, one beautiful and two slightly good-looking ones anyway,” she teased in regard to her colleagues and laughed as she fished for a compliment.

      I glanced at the other two girls who were deep in conversation with my bandmates and looked back into Trinnie’s eyes. “Of course, but I was being polite. I doubt neither of those endured such a metamorphosis from your early years to look as good as you do now,” I joked, in reference to her comments about her appearance from years ago.

      Trinnie threw her head back and laughed loudly, attracting the attention of the rest of the group.

      “What’s so funny?” Deakon asked, smiling.

      “I was fishing for compliments and your bandmate here shut me down by reminding me I wasn’t naturally pretty,” Trinnie said, amused.

      “Then ol’ Levi here needs his head looked into if he thinks you’re not stunning. Personally, I’d fuck you in a heartbeat, any day of the week,” Deakon quipped.

      I coughed and scowled, but I couldn’t help chuckling because this was the no filter Deakon I knew. When I looked toward Trinnie, her mouth gaped open, and she realized she had bitten off more than she could chew by sharing her remark with a guy like Deak. I was about to tell him to mind his manners when Trinnie took the lead.

      “Good to know, but I prefer lead singers to guitarists, and I’m not looking to get fucked right now … so …” she trailed off.

      “I think she means go fuck yourself,” Korry advised Deakon, putting him in his place. We all cracked up laughing. Deakon smiled and shook his head.

      “I can see why you’re successful at selling properties, that was a very diplomatic answer,” I said, biting back a grin as I swilled my peach tea in my glass.

      “Nice to know a rock star would like to fuck me though, don’t you think?” she admitted.

      “Does it really matter to you what I think, Trinnie Dixon?” I asked in a playful tone.

      “Maybe I’m a little bit curious,” she replied, coyly.

      “Then perhaps some day, when the time is right, we might resolve that curiosity of yours,” I murmured in a low tone so that only she could hear.

      “Tease,” she whispered as she stood and smoothed her hands over her ass. “Want to show me where the bathroom is?” she suggested.

      I shook my head slowly at myself because the old me would have taken her in there and fucked her within an inch of her life after a comment like that. But I stood, remembering my manners and that I didn’t want to treat her like I had all those others.

      “Sure, but you’re a big girl and a realtor, and I’m guessing you can find it yourself. But I’ll play along since you came all this way,” I replied. Trinnie brushed against me on her way past and I instinctively inhaled her scent again. The woman was highly intoxicating and that was the moment I knew for sure if I touched her, I’d lose my resolve.

      I walked through my bedroom to the bathroom and gestured toward the door. “I’d offer to come and hold it but …” I joked. Trinnie walked past me as if to enter the ensuite but turned and stepped into my space. “You know … for the first time in my life, I wish I had a dick.”

      My smile widened and her eyes ticked over my face. “Anyone ever tell you that you are a beautiful man?” she asked in a serious tone.

      “Yeah, but no one that mattered before,” I answered honestly in a quiet tone. She continued to stare at my face until I felt we were beginning to be drawn into one another. As if she came out of a trance, Trinnie quickly lowered her eyelashes, composed herself and glanced back up at my face. The want in her eyes was clear as the nose on her face, but she fought her desires and won.

      “Careful, Levi. That almost implies that I matter,” she flirted back.

      “Good chat, Trinnie Dixon,” I replied, not admitting she was probably right. Fighting the lust that had built up since we’d left the dining table, I gently nodded toward the bathroom. “I need you to go take care of your business, before we both do something you might later regret.”

      We stood suspended in time as I stared at her lips until she suddenly caught a breath and sidestepped me. I was glad she’d found the strength to do it because I’d been seconds away from acting on the thickening sexual tension that hung in the air between us.

      After she’d closed the door to the bathroom, I considered, had she been ready for more, Trinnie would have shown me a sign. As frustrating as the interaction between us had been, I felt convinced in my heart that if we crossed the line as friends, Trinnie Dixon would be worth the wait.
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      Levi

      Leaving Bernadette and Esther in charge of Trinnie, Nessa and Faith, my bandmates and I made it to the venue dressing room in time to have a few drinks with Rick and his bandmates of Cobham Street.

      Jude was already well into the story about the time when Joe Mosely was part of our band, and he almost burned down the rental house we were staying in.

      “Baking a fucking cake?” Rick barked out, snorted and the rest of his band started laughing.

      “It was a shit show, I tell you. The poor firefighters were pretty pissed they’d been called to the scene, but not as pissed as Joe was when he sobered up and had to clean raw eggs off his three-hundred-dollar shoes.”

      “His shoes?” Aaron, their drummer asked, puzzled.

      “Yeah, he’d dropped some of them onto the floor, and had skidded on one at some point.”

      “That guy is all kinds of fucked up,” Rick remarked. “He’s playing bass with Fidgeting Monkeys now, right?”

      “Yeah, and the sad part of that is, he’s probably the least addicted to getting stoned out of the lot of them.”

      “How do you think it’s going with our support band now?” Rick asked me when we broke away from the main group to prepare to warm up our voices.

      “Not had much to do with them since your master class the other day.”

      “Ty hasn’t given you any more trouble?”

      Suspicious Rick should ask, my wary eyes narrowed. “Nah, I dealt with that. I just want to keep my head down and get the job done.”

      “Good. You’re a very talented guy, Levi. I didn’t mean to fuck with you by bringing them on. I’m a far cry from a soft touch, you understand. But in this game, it’s important to have your friends’ backs. That’s what I did when I decided to help Leona out.”

      “I get it. We all struggled at one point or another.”

      Rick slapped my back and nodded his approval. “Levi Milligan, even with all the tension between you and Ty, the way you dealt with Pointless Effigy the other day, proved to me you’re by far the bigger man.”
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      From my vantage point on the stage, the crowd appeared to pulse as one as they moved to our encore performance. It had been our best gig so far, and I figured we were getting better with every concert we played.

      Rick’s idea had been a great exercise in warming us up for our own tour that was due shortly after this one ended. It had given us the push we’d needed, to sharpen our skills, and help us figure out if we wanted to do anything different.

      The overhead lighting had seared down for the hour we had ran through our set, and as a result my T-shirt was saturated as sweat oozed from every pore. More ran from my temple and dripped off my chin. As I peeled off my top to swap it for a clean, dry one, a roar of appreciation came from the fans. I grinned and flung it as far out into the swarm of heads as my strength would allow.

      “Thanks for being here, it’s been a blast,” I screamed into the mic, causing another wave of loud cheers from our followers. “Next up, is a little-known band, but I hear they’re on their way up.” The crowd laughed. “I think they’re called Cobham Street or something.” The mention of their name drew high-pitched screams, and if I’d thought they couldn’t have gotten any noisier when I’d taken off my T-shirt, I was wrong.

      Jude came out from behind the drums, and along with the rest of the band he joined me at the front. We took a bow in unison, turned to our left and I stripped out of the other T-shirt as we made our way off the stage.

      Shirtless and dripping wet, I headed straight for the shower and a change of clothes. I glanced toward Jude, who had a wet patch on his chest and armpits and the rest of his T-shirt was dry.

      “How the fuck did I get this hot, and you’ve hardly broken a sweat?”

      “I’m just fitter than you,” he replied with a nonchalant shrug, but gave me a smug smirk. I didn’t doubt it. The guy was a powerhouse of energy, beating that drum kit like a man possessed, while all I’d done was move from side to side on the stage and dance my way through some songs.

      After my shower, I checked my cell and saw a text message from Trinnie.

      TRINNIE: I’m in the ER having an ovary transplant! What had been left of them from that day on the beach was obliterated tonight after that performance you gave.

      I chuckled at her brand of humor and the text I sent back was short and sweet.

      ME: You’re most welcome.

      I had advised Trinnie and the others to stay in their seats once the concert finished, and that Mikey would collect them and bring them backstage after the show. So, while Cobham Street performed, Jude and I chilled out in the dressing room, sharing a joint and I allowed myself one small whiskey. It felt nice to spend time with him on our own. Now that Jude had Ester and Bailey in New York, he spent a lot of his free time with them.

      Deakon, Korry and Greg had already changed and hit the Green Room for drinks with some of the regular groupies we knew.

      “Come on, what’s the deal with you and Trinnie?” Jude asked again.

      “No deal … yet. She said she’s moved on from her divorce, and earlier today I almost bust a nut when I saw her. It took real willpower to keep my hands off her at one point.”

      “She’s a good girl,” Jude remarked, his tone flat.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I replied, warily.

      He shrugged. “She’s been through a lot with Dennis,” he muttered.

      “Dennis?” I asked, confused.

      “Her ex-husband. Gemma said he wasn’t very attentive. According to her he’s a selfish bastard, doing his own thing all the time.  She said he left it up to Trinnie to take care of their kid and make most of their money.”

      “Do we know this guy?” I asked, sitting up straighter in my seat because Jude appeared to know more about Trinnie’s husband than she’d let on to me.

      “I do … kinda. As a couple they visited Gemma’s regularly. I met them a few times when I passed through.”

      “What’s he like?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “Dennis? He’s a handsome dude, I suppose. Same height and build as me, but with black hair, rugged … the kind of guy that’s most girls’ type.”

      “Right,” I said, not knowing why it had been important for me to know what he looked like.

      “Levi, this thing with her … what’s holding you back? It isn’t like you not to take what you want,” Jude observed. “It doesn’t have anything to do with Tyler fucking you up does it?”

      I shook my head. “You mean, have I lost confidence or something? Not in the least.” A silence fell between us as I thought how to explain. “I’ve made many mistakes, and I don’t want to fuck around anymore. I want to respect myself, respect who I’m with, you know?”

      “Trinnie isn’t one of those groupies,” Jude remarked.

      “I know … and I really like her. I’m trying to build something without sex but this trying to be friends thing with her, sucks balls. She isn’t like the usual women we meet … And she has a kid,” I reminded him.

      “It’s not like you to be scared of a challenge,” Jude remarked, amused.

      “Oh, I know if I made a move I could fuck her,” I replied, confident that I could. “I’m not being arrogant, there’s this magnetic attraction between us, but …” I shrugged again. “She’s not the kind of girl you fuck once and forget. Nor would she ever tolerate the lifestyle I had before.”

      “Do you think you’ll lapse back to that? The lifestyle of hook-ups, I mean?” he asked.

      “No. I know now I was fucking my feelings,” I said, and Jude chuckled.

      “Fucking your feelings?” he repeated with a smirk.

      “Yeah, it’s an emotional thing my counselor talked with me about. Some people get addicted to food because they are trying to fill a void. With me it was a case of screwing my way to contentment.”

      “Contentment you didn’t find,” Jude concluded, wisely.

      I nodded. “Then, of course …” shame washed over me at the thought of how I’d been manipulated by Tyler. “There’s all the stuff with Ty. How do I deal with a serious relationship when I can’t be honest about that?”

      “You’re scared of that getting out?” Jude asked, surprised.

      “Not so much. It’s that I won’t be able to explain all the shit that went down or how I got sucked in like that. Even if I did, how do I still feel like a man? You know me. I’m no fucking pushover, so you know how fucked up I must have been to be taken in by Tyler to such an extent that I thought that was what I wanted.”

      Jude nodded but it morphed into him shaking his head. He captured my eyes in a stare. “I still can’t get my head around how he did that. But what’s more fucked up, is that I didn’t see any of it going on,” he said with an apologetic gaze. “Anyway, back to Trinnie. She’s a lovely girl … a fucking hot girl, and I think she’s exactly what you need. But you’re right, you can’t fuck around like you did with the other women before her.”

      “Jude, it’s been many months since I’ve had any woman,” I admitted. “I’ve proven to myself that a life of promiscuity and mindless fucks isn’t what I want going forward.”

      “But you need to ask yourself, do you really think you can do the monogamy thing?”

      “You do it,” I shot back. “At least I hope you do,” I added because I wasn’t with him twenty-four-seven.

      “I’d never fuck around. It’s not my style. I’m either in or I’m done. You said it yourself long before I ever got with Esther.”

      “Right,” I agreed, because it was an observation I’d made about Jude early on, when we’d toured with the band.

      A commotion in the corridor drew nearer to our dressing room and I figured the concert had finished. Laughing and loud banter from Aaron and Rick emanating from the dressing room next door confirmed this.

      “Come on, let’s get up to the Green Room and check whether the girls have made their way back yet.”
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      As I entered the Green Room, I scanned the people until I found Trinnie. She was only partly visible behind Bradley and Tyler, of all people. My chest tightened in frustration at the sight of them together, and I strode purposefully toward her.

      For a moment I briefly wondered why none of the guys had picked up that Tyler had moved in on her. A sideward glance told me the reason. Deakon was already deep in conversation with Nessa, while Greg stood talking with Esther, Bernadette and Faith. Korry was nowhere to be seen. It came as no surprise that Ty had seized the opportunity to chat up other women while Keela was tearing down out front with the crew.

      As I moved closer, Trinnie’s whole frame came into view, and I had no doubt as to what had attracted the guys from Pointless Effigy. Dressed in a pair of black leather pants that stopped at her slender ankles, she tottered in a pair of sexy, high, black patent, stiletto heels. Her long, slender legs and curvy hips wrapped in those tight, figure-hugging pants looked sensational.

      As I glanced back up her body, I noticed the electric blue and black, boned, strapless bodice with its sweetheart-cupped bra which displayed her ample cleavage to perfection. It came down in a V at the front covering her flat stomach over her leather pants.

      My jeans instantly tightened at the groin because the girl effortlessly rocked her sexy siren appearance. She appeared magnetically alluring without appearing distasteful or slutty.

      Closing in on her, I immediately drew her attention away from the others when her gaze locked onto mine. Stepping in front of Tyler, I wrapped my arm around her waist, pulled her in for a hug, and whispered in her ear. “I see you made it back from the ER in time for the after party.” She pulled back to look up at me and grinned as I held her close and walked her backward, away from the others until we were alone.

      My heart pounded the moment I touched her. She smelled intoxicating with her combination of body creams, pear scented shampoo and a light fragrant perfume. My grip tightened a little and I gave her waist a squeeze to stop my hand from wandering around to her ass. “You smell good enough to eat,” I murmured in her ear again.

      I felt a light tremor run through her body, right before she pressed a hand to the front of my shoulder and lifted her head back just enough to look into my eyes. “You can’t say that to a girl after the sex that dripped off you up there on that stage tonight,” she replied with a naughty smile.

      “Oh yeah? Dripped sex, huh?” I flirted, amused.

      “Deliciously lickable, liquid sex on legs.”

      My heartbeat pumped harder at her description. I’d heard women say I turned them on when I sang before. But none had affected me in the same way Trinnie’s words, coupled with the sexy gleam of want in her dilated pupils, did right then.

      “Lickable, huh,” I said, deadpan. After being keyed up during our performance in front of the fans, it took nothing for the sexual chemistry between us to jump to another level. So once that spark of want had ignited again in her presence, I felt my willpower to take things slowly, crumble.

      “Do I send the laundry bill for my panties to your management company or directly to you?” she asked, unabashed as a wicked smile teased her lips.

      My jaw dropped when Trinnie’s dirty comment hit me square in the nuts and my dick strained hard against my zipper. I pulled her tighter to my chest. “I do that kind of laundry personally. Send all that pretty lingerie directly to me,” I joked. Sliding my arm tighter around her waist, I held her closer and whispered in her ear. “I love that my music makes you wet.” My eyes flitted closed when I felt her breath hitch and her body tremble again in my arms.

      Before she could respond, I reminded myself she deserved some respect in front of everyone else, I let her go and took a step back.

      Trinnie did a two-step stumble like she was dizzy, and I grinned when her heated gaze met mine again. “Did you start drinking without me?” I joked.

      Watching her chest heave as she regulated her breathing, I learned then and there, how easy it would be for me to seduce her.

      “No alcohol, just lust drunk after that performance you gave, I think,” she mumbled frankly, and patted her hair down on the side where I’d spoken into her ear. I flashed her a wicked grin, and she shook her head, clearly a little embarrassed by her reaction to me.

      “Let’s grab a drink and find a spot to sit,” I said, placing my hand on the small of her back. I guided her to the bar where the server stood but was acutely aware of how Tyler’s eyes narrowed as we’d walked past him. “What will it be?” I asked.

      “Anything that’ll stop me having to peel my tongue off the roof of my mouth,” she joked. “It’s thirsty work watching a bunch of hot rock stars doing their thing,” she muttered.

      She asked for a dirty martini, and I ordered a shot of whiskey for myself. When the bartender turned away, I cupped her chin between my thumb and forefinger and tilted her gaze up to look into her gorgeous blue eyes.

      “Oh, so it wasn’t just me that made you wet?” I asked in a dirty, flirty tone.

      The way her cheeks instantly pinked up told me she was still capable of blushing at my dirty tongue, but she determinedly held my gaze. “No, that part was all you,” she answered defiantly.

      “Is the correct answer,” I chuckled, thrilled that she’d held her own with that remark. “What else makes you wet, I wonder?” I asked, curiously.

      Desire and longing flared in her eyes as her breath hitched again at another unexpected question, but again, she didn’t back down. “That’s for me to know and for you to have fun finding out.”

      My grin widened because she was so forthright, gorgeous and fun. “Sounds like an invitation to me.”

      “Do you need one? I thought rock stars were bold and brazen?”

      I chuckled. “Bold and brazen?”

      “Yeah, you know … sex whenever, wherever, however.”

      I nodded. “I suppose I used to be guilty of that.”

      “Used to?” she probed, as the bartender placed our drinks in front of us. I lifted the whiskey and took a sip, reminding myself I wasn’t getting drunk.

      “Those days are past me. Fucking for the sake of it doesn’t interest me much anymore,” I admitted. In truth my abstinence had made me realize what the counselor had suggested was true. I used women to fill an emotional void and had become addicted to the cycle of using women.

      “Pity,” she said, her eyes narrowing as her gaze grew more intense.

      Hearing the brazen inference of her desire in her tone caught me by surprise. I dropped my hand from her chin, ran it down her arm and held her by her wrist.

      “Of course, in your case, it would be extremely easy to make an exception. But you saw that train wreck of an interview on TV. Most of what that interviewer said about me is true,” I warned.

      Trinnie frowned. “Right,” she agreed. “But those women you were with consented to that arrangement. They share the responsibility for hooking up with you.”

      “Don’t make excuses for me. I behaved like a dog for years, and I’m not proud of it. Counseling taught me I don’t want to be that person anymore.”

      “All right. Let me ask you this. How many women would you say you’ve been with since you came out of rehab?”

      I blinked because she’d put me on the spot. Even the guys in the band, apart from Jude, weren’t aware I hadn’t hooked up with anyone. “Why?”

      She chuckled, “Are you afraid to answer that in case you shock me?”

      “No. I want to know why that’s important to you.”

      “It isn’t. We’re just friends, remember?” she insisted a little too quickly.

      “Just friends,” I said, mulling her comment over and deciding I didn’t like that statement. I shirked the ache in my chest aside. “What would be an acceptable answer?” I probed with a curious glance.

      She sipped her drink a little too slowly as she considered my counter question.

      “I have no idea. It would be a wild guess,” she eventually responded with a one shoulder half-shrug.

      “Shoot. Give it your best shot,” I replied because I figured that my reputation would contaminate her estimation. Lifting my tumbler, I threw back the rest of the whiskey, and signaled the bartender for another.

      “Given what you said before, my guess is you’ve been pickier of late,” she surmised. “So … um.” She took her hand off her glass and tapped a fingertip on her chin. I realized then I was still firmly holding the wrist of her other hand. “Six?”

      Six women. In the old days, that would almost have felt like a dry spell to me. The bartender placed my whiskey down and walked away. I let go of her wrist and picked up the tumbler with that hand instead. “No, you’re way off.”

      My response made her eyes flare in surprise again and my instinct told me she figured it had been more.

      “I’ll put you out of your misery,” I said. “Since rehab, the only hook ups I’ve had have been with my hand.”

      Trinnie’s mouth formed a large O in disbelief. “Now I know you’re fucking with me, Levi Milligan.” She scoffed and picked up her drink.

      “And there you have it,” I said, deadpan. “Damned if I do sleep with women, and damned if I don’t.”
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      “God, you‘re serious,” Trinnie blurted, when it became apparent to her that I wasn’t lying.

      “You’ve been divorced for a while. How many men have you been with?” For some reason, I held my breath as I awaited her reply.

      “One,” she replied, almost immediately.

      My chest tightened as an odd mixture of jealousy and disappointment ran through me. From the exchanges I’d had with her, I had expected her to say none.

      “When?” I blurted, needing to know whether it had been since we’d met or from before.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      To be honest, I didn’t know why it mattered but then more questions flooded my brain. Who was … or is he? Are they still in contact? Does she send flirty texts to him like she does with me? How important is he to her?

      These thoughts led me to wonder, is she the type of girl that has one-night stands, or is an emotional connection needed for her to sleep with someone? I felt instantly envious of this unknown man, who I immediately saw as my competition, regardless of the rest.

      I drank the rest of my whiskey, drawing in a breath as I measured my emotions and placed them in check. I considered which of the questions was the best place to start, then I let my thoughts slide.

      “It’s none of my business,” I decided when I rationalized that apart from flirting, we were nothing to one another. I immediately revised this and figured I was lying to myself because during my down time, Trinnie had begun to consume a good chunk of my waking thoughts.

      “No, you asked the question, so elaborate what you mean, then I can answer it.”

      “How soon after your divorce?” I asked.

      “One month,” she replied. Trinnie looked thoughtful as she twirled the stem of her glass, until she noticed it was empty and stopped. It drew my attention to her drink, and I signaled to the bartender for two more drinks.

      We stood in silence until he placed the drinks in front of us. I felt acutely conscious that the whiskey was my third in a short space of time and glanced around the room to find some distance from the bar.

      “Let’s sit over there,” I said, ushering Trinnie over to a quiet spot. Conscious of Tyler’s scrutinizing gaze again as his eyes followed us across the room, I squeezed alongside her instead of sitting with my back to him. My bare arm brushed hers as I sat down and felt the electricity between us. I glanced down at her and saw goosebumps radiate over her cleavage.

      “Where were we?” I asked, turning my full attention back toward her.

      “You asked me when I slept with someone after my divorce,” she muttered.

      “Right,” I agreed, partly appeased that it had been before we’d met, but there had still been a burning need to know if this was someone she knew, or had he been a random stranger? I shocked myself with my preference that it be the latter. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You seem distracted, Levi. Do you have more questions, or do you want me to tell you the circumstances surrounding it?” she asked.

      “Look, I don’t have the right to question you about your life. I mean, what is it that we’re doing here?” I queried. The situation where I spent time just talking to a woman after a gig felt alien to me.

      “Good question. What are we doing?” she mimicked with more emphasis on the question. “Feel free to correct me, but I think you told me you wanted me,” she said.

      My gaze met hers as I stared directly into her eyes, and I had to be honest with her. “I do.”

      “But?” she asked, sensing my reluctance.

      “You’re not a hook-up kind of girl … or are you?” I asked, wondering if I’d read her wrongly and she was up for that. “I mean your one guy after your divorce … was that a one-time thing or a longer rebound relationship? Did you know him before you were divorced or was he someone you’d just met?”

      “Someone I’d known for a long time,” she admitted.

      My heart squeezed in disappointment when she admitted this. “And?” I probed, instantly needing more than she’d given me.

      “He wants a wife, children, a family pet … the whole nine yards with me.”

      “Yet here you are, with me, flirting outrageously and giving me naughty looks like you’d ride my bones into next week,” I replied in a blunt tone.

      “So, sue me,” she replied. “Jered and I aren’t on the same page. He’s an awesome guy, great in bed, but I’m not ready to jump into anything serious again. Besides, I’ve been there and done that.”

      It disappointed me that she was so open about how great she thought the sex was. “And if you were ready? Would Jered stand a chance?” I realized I’d stopped breathing as I awaited her response.

      “That’s too hypothetical to answer.” My heart sank to my stomach with her reply. I would have preferred a straight ‘no’ because I had begun to recognize I could see myself having something deeper with her.

      “Do you like him enough that he could be a contender in the future?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t bank on the future anymore. Live for today is what I say.”

      “If that’s true, then why haven’t you slept with anyone else?”

      “Perhaps because there has only been one man I’ve thought worthy of having me.”

      “Right, and he wants more than you can give?” I replied, talking about Jered who had hit a home run with her already.

      “I don’t know. Do you?” she asked with a raised brow. Turning her body toward me, she rested her elbow on the table, placed her hand on her chin, and looked me square in the eyes.

      “Me?” I asked when I realized that she meant I was worthy of having her.

      Our eyes locked and our gaze grew intense before she spoke again. “The sexual chemistry between us feels explosive. It’s driving me out of my mind. You are all I think about lately,” she stated, matter of factly. Her eyes searched my face and dropped to my lips. “And if you don’t kiss me soon, I think I’ll combust,” she muttered, quietly.

      My plan not to fuck her quickly unraveled and a grin spread on my face. She must have seen the moment I surrendered to my want because her wet tongue swiped over her bottom lip in anticipation that I intended to kiss her. Reaching out, I cupped her face in both hands, tenderly stroked her cheeks with my thumbs and drank her in again.

      “If we do this, Trinnie. I can’t make you any promises not to hurt you,” I warned.

      “I know,” she said, quietly. “And that’s what’s been holding me back,” she admitted. “But even knowing that, I’ve still pursued this thing with you, because if I don’t, I’ll wonder about us for the rest of my life. I’ve wanted you to kiss me from that first day at your kitchen counter.”

      I gave her a small smile. “Ditto. I did almost kiss you,” I admitted. “I loved the instant sexual attraction we had. But I don’t want you to be a one and done in my life, Trinnie. You’re worth much more than that … but what that is, I can’t say, yet.”

      She smiled nervously, her lips quivering slightly before her gaze grew serious again. It was a strange look on someone who had been so self-assured until then. “If we do this and it goes wrong, are we going to stop being friends?” she asked.

      “Fuck if I know. Not on my end, I think. But I can’t guarantee I won’t do something that turns you off and pushes you away. My counselor tells me I have a talent for sabotaging relationships,” I disclosed.

      “Shut up and kiss me. I’ve waited too long to know how you taste and what it feels like to have your mouth on mine,” she ordered.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I whispered as I closed the space between us and pressed my lips to hers. Fireworks instantly burst to life in my veins when her lips parted, and both of our tongues tangled in an epic taste dance. For a moment, I wasn’t sure who was devouring whom, but when I gripped her hair and extended her head, I broke the kiss and slid my mouth down to her neck.

      “Oh, dear, God,” she whispered breathily as I pressed a kiss to the pulse point on her neck.

      “Fuck, Trinnie,” I said in a ragged tone as her name fell readily from my lips. I sucked, licked and nibbled the soft, silky skin on her neck until she became so aroused that her hand, that was between us at the table, slid down to my jeans. When she ran her palm the length of my hard dick under the material, I dropped a hand over hers and held it still.

      We were seconds from getting out of hand as our kiss grew more passionate, but I pulled away and for a few seconds I sat dazed as I studied her lust-filled eyes while I tried to reel in my need to consume her. “We need to be somewhere else … anywhere else, but here,” I muttered in a raspy tone.

      My breathing sounded labored and uneven as she nodded in agreement. “We do.”

      Trinnie squeezed the outline of my hard dick again and smiled ruefully before pulling her hand out from under mine. I cleared my throat as I stood, took her hand, and almost yanked her out of her seat. Sliding my hand around her waist, I aimed my body slightly behind hers to hide my boner and headed for the Green Room door.

      “Leaving so soon?” Jude asked, as he caught us heading out.

      “Yeah, going back to the hotel where it’s a bit quieter and there are fewer prying eyes,” I replied.

      Jude nodded, instinctively looking over toward Tyler who had been joined by Keela at the bar. For a moment, I felt guilty that I’d made out with Trinnie while Keela was in the room. But I couldn’t undo that. Besides, Keela was in my past, and with someone else. I felt I had done my part by warning her about Tyler, so I decided the best I could manage was to focus on moving forward.
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      As I’d split from the group, Bodhi had followed me out of the door, then overtook us and walked us to some waiting transport.

      “You remember Bodhi?” I asked her because he had gone to school with us too.

      “Yeah, you were an awesome sportsman, I remember,” she offered, graciously.

      Bodhi nodded, but I could see by his face he had no idea who she was. “This is Trinnie Dixon from middle school,” I prompted.

      Bodhi glanced at her again and shook his head. “Sorry, if I’d seen her at school, I’d remember her.” Bodhi was a year ahead of me, so Trinnie wasn’t in his class.

      “I’m never going to live down how I looked back in middle school, am I?” Trinnie asked, shaking her head good naturedly.

      “Bodhi, what you mean is, had you known how Trinnie would turn out, you’d have paid a lot more attention.” Bodhi snickered and I knew I was right.

      “My hair was lighter than it is now, more platinum blonde, and it was bobbed,” she added, chopping a hand to her neck to indicate the length. “I also had a full set of metal braces. I sat three rows back and to the right at the front of the school bus,” she offered to jog his memory.

      “You forgot the flat chest,” I offered, pretending to help her description as I chuckled. Trinnie flashed me a wicked grin and wagged her finger toward me as if to say, “he’s right”.

      Bodhi’s eyes widened in recognition and Trinnie chuckled. “It was the flat chest that jogged your memory?” she asked.

      “No, it was the three rows back. I remember,” he said, pulling an uncomfortable face by stretching his bottom lip. “I need to tell you that your smile frightened the shit out of me every morning,” he confessed.

      I barked a laugh. “Dude she wasn’t smiling at you, she was smiling at me.” My buddy and I got on the school bus at the same stop every day.

      “Seriously?” Bodhi asked. “I thought you were hot for me,” he said, amused.

      “She had teeth envy,” I said, repeating how Trinnie had described her fascination with my teeth. “It was these she was after,” I remarked, chomping my teeth together.

      Trinnie let out an exaggerated sigh. “I did have teeth envy, and your mouth is every bit as delicious as I thought it would taste.”

      My gaze immediately pinned hers and her pupils blew wide as her eyes darkened with desire. “Get us home, Bodhi,” I muttered as I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers again.
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      When we arrived back at my hotel suite, we’d cooled off to some extent, so I ordered us some food from room service. Neither of us had eaten since earlier that evening, and after my performance I was starving. The last thing I wanted to do was to be inside Trinnie with no stamina left.

      I poured her a drink as I agonized over my need to fuck her and weighed the balance against what that would mean for us going forward. I had no idea of how to conduct a proper, ongoing, monogamous relationship with a woman, and I already knew I didn’t want sex with her to be a one-time thing.

      From the time I’d cut free from Tyler, I’d had women in my life, on my terms, even if that had created a shitload of grief for myself with Siranne and Keela.

      Then of course, there was Trinnie’s revelation about her night with a guy she already knew. Perhaps counselling had made me think too deeply about things that I normally wouldn’t have considered. Had she been anyone else, I’d already have spent one glorious night getting lost in her.

      With the drinks in my hands, I wandered over to the couch she sat on and handed her a vodka martini, and I’d opened a beer for myself, knowing full well it would take me an hour to drink. Whiskey, I could drink like water, beer, not so much.

      This time, instead of sitting beside her I chose to sit in one of the two armchairs in the suite’s sitting room.

      “I want to know more about this guy you were with,” I confessed.

      “Jered?” she asked, his name coming quickly to her tongue.

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you want to know?” she asked, turning the glass around in her hands.

      “How do you know him?” I asked.

      “He was the broker who gave me my start in real estate,” she explained.

      “He’s your boss?” I asked. The thought brought on a dark wave of depression to know they had a long history together.

      She chuckled. “He was … a long time ago.”

      “But you still see him?” I probed, tentatively.

      “Regularly. I owe him a lot. He’s an amazing guy and he helped me so much during my divorce.”

      “I bet he did,” I said a little too sarcastically. I pictured a guy with an agenda to fuck her.

      “Meaning?” she asked with a furrowed brow and narrowed, suspicious eyes.

      “You slept with him after the divorce,” I stated like it explained what I meant.

      “I’m not sorry I did, if that’s what you want to hear, Levi. Jered and I have a great relationship, and he’s a very attractive man.”

      “So, what are you doing here?” I asked in a sharp tone. The last thing I wanted in life was another mindfuck to deal with.

      “What are you doing having me here?” she countered, with a raised brow.

      “I’m trying to see if we’re going anywhere. It’s quite clear after the way we couldn’t keep our hands off one another that this ‘friends thing’ isn’t going to work out.”

      “No?” she asked, surprised.

      “No. I can’t be near you and not want to fuck you. No matter how good I’m trying to be.”

      Trinnie’s brow furrowed again. “So, what? You already said no promises, back there. Yet, you sound like you want to possess me. So, I’m going to ask you again, what are you doing? Do you think I’m going to be your fuck buddy?”

      “No. That’s the last thing I want you to be,” I countered, frustrated. Breathing deeply, I sighed and was about to try again when room service knocked on the door.

      As Bodhi had gone back to the venue, I looked through the peephole and opened the door to allow the attendant in with this trolley. I told him to leave it next to the chair I’d been sitting on.

      “I just need to use the bathroom,” Trinnie said and disappeared through my bedroom to the ensuite. Grabbing my wallet, I tipped the room attendant, saw him out and closed the door.

      “Fuck it, I need a drink,” I muttered to myself and strode over to the wet bar. I scanned the miniature bottles and cracked open the lids on two of the generic Irish whiskey brand bottles.

      After pouring them into a glass I took a swig and sat back down on the same seat as before. I lifted the lids to check on everything we’d ordered as Trinnie came back into the sitting room.

      “We were doing fine until I mentioned Jered, right?” she muttered as she stood over the trolley, picked up a strawberry and wrapped her cherry-red lips around it. I heard her suck in the juice before she bit into it. “Oh, Jesus.” She let out a long erotic moan and her eyes rolled back in her head. “Mm. These are delicious.”

      My dick shot to attention at breakneck speed. It had almost given itself whiplash from the number of times it had shot to full mast in the previous hour in her presence.

      “You’re different from other girls,” I offered by way of an explanation for going against her expectation of my un-rockstar-like behavior. “You knew me before I was famous.”

      “I’m touched that you think so,” she replied. “I get that you want to do things a different way from how you’d been living before. Me too,” she said as she leaned her hip against one of the armchairs instead of sitting back down. “Which is why I knocked back Jered. Like I said, he’s a great guy, but I want to live a little. We’re in totally different places. He wants kids and I already have one. Besides, I met another great guy recently and well … he’s the hottest guy on the planet. There’s no competition between them. Although, right now, I’m trying to play it cool because he’s spooked by events in his past.”

      My heart rate raced, reacting instantly to her comment, and I couldn’t contain the grin that spread on my face from her frank disclosure.

      She pointed to my mouth and smirked. “And there they are,” she said, a smile widening on her lips. “Those fucking ‘come here I want to bite you’ teeth of yours, calling to me from your mouth.”

      I let out a hearty laugh. “You want me to bite you?” I asked, playfully gnashing my teeth until our stare grew intense and our faces fell serious.

      Lust flared in her eyes and they fluttered closed. “Oh, fuck, Levi, yeah,” she whispered in an exaggerated, seductive tone.

      “Where?” I asked, chuckling as I scooped some nacho filling onto a chip and stuck it into my mouth, thinking she was teasing again.

      “Anywhere you want … after you’ve brushed them, of course,” she mumbled, watching my mouth intently as I chewed the loaded nacho.

      “You want me to brush them right now?” I probed in a tease with another tortilla chip poised near my mouth.

      “Jesus, no. Watching you eat with them is almost as orgasmic as when you smile.”

      “You’re a fucking crackpot, you know that?”

      She shrugged with a glint of amusement in her eyes. “I’ve been called worse.” She brushed imaginary lint off her shoulder.

      I threw the tortilla chip back in the bowl, stood up and in one fell swoop, scooped her up in my arms and kissed her.

      “Ew, I wasn’t joking,” she remarked, half chuckling when she pulled her lips from mine as I strode with her into the bedroom. Her lips were covered in salsa sauce, so I kissed her again, sucked and licked them clean.

      “Don’t lie, you love it,” I teased as I stood her down by the bed, turned her round and shoved her face down on the mattress. “Don’t move a muscle, I’ll be right back,” I said, heading into the bathroom for the condoms I kept in my washbag. No matter what the consequences were of us fucking, I’d decided my dry spell was over and what came next for me and Trinnie was up to fate to decide.
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      After quickly relieving myself, freshening up and rinsing my mouth, I re-entered the bedroom. Trinnie sat neatly on the bed with her legs together, staring curiously toward me.

      “I thought I told you not to move?” I muttered, pretending to be mad and threw the condoms on the nightstand nearest to us. Striding over to her, I slid my hands underneath her, whisked her off the bed. I sat on the bed and tossed her, face down, over my knee.

      Trinnie squealed in shock and made scissor kicks with her legs as I lay her across my lap. I braced them still with one hand. “You want me to bite you?” I asked in an incredulous, mock angry tone. “I should paddle your ass for going against my orders,” I muttered jokingly. When I glanced down at her gorgeous, perfectly round ass, clad in her sexy, tight leather pants, I instinctively spanked it.

      The sharp, erotic echo from the leather made my dick swell thicker in my jeans.

      “Ow,” she yelped as she jerked over my knee and slid a hand behind her, palm up, to cover her ass. It fell away again as she tried to lift her head to look back and up at me. Trinnie growled in frustration because she couldn’t quite see my face. The friction from my hand on her leather pants warmed my palm and there was something so deeply erotic about it that I had to spank her again.

      “All right, I’m sorry,” she pleaded, half chuckling, half groaning from the position I had her in.

      “Are you going to do whatever the fuck I ask in the future?” I questioned in a stern tone.

      “For sure,” she muttered. I was about to let her up when she sank her teeth into my leg through my jeans.

      I gave her ass another hard slap and the suggestive echo that came from the sound made my dick strain painfully this time. “Did you just mock me by biting my leg?” I asked, spanking her yet again as I spoke, and slightly harder this time.

      “Ow, fuck. Stop, I won’t do it again,” she mumbled, but I felt the silent chuckle against my thighs from her belly, that told me she was far from serious about that. I rubbed my palm over her ass cheek, enjoying the feel of the leather under my hand.

      “I don’t think I believe you,” I admitted, trying to keep the playful mood I was in, out of my tone.

      “You should. I’ll behave,” she mumbled, but a giggle broke through.

      Slap. “This isn’t a laughing matter, Trinnie, you’re disappointing me,” I warned. More heat stung my hand from the contact this time. “Do you know what I think?” I asked in a low seductive tone as I smoothed my palm over her ass cheek again. I paused to take in the goosebumps that smattered her bare back and arms. “I think you like being spanked. In fact, I’d go as far as to say you enjoy it,” I disclosed eventually, and felt her shiver from my deliberate choice of words.

      Trinnie’s lack of protest implied she didn’t disagree with me, and I grinned at the salacious thought that ran through my mind. I pictured a mental image of those ass cheeks I had yet to see, with red welts from my palm prints marking them.

      “Seeing you lying here, over my knee like this, is so fucking hot,” I mumbled, completely turned on while I continued to rub her ass cheek. “I believe I’ve accidentally stumbled on the fact that you’re a little bit kinky, Trinnie Dixon.”

      “Maybe it’s you who’s a little bit kinky,” she countered.

      Slap. “Haven’t you learned not to talk back yet?” I barked authoritatively. She fell silent for a few minutes, like she had learned not to respond. Bending my head over her, I whispered close to her head, “I’ll let you in on a secret, sweetheart. I’m more than a little bit kinky … and I’m so fucking intrigued by you, my dick is bursting at the seams. First you invite me to bite you, and now you’re deliberately defying me so that I’ll spank you more.”

      This time, Trinnie’s silence bought her a reprieve, and I sat her up and tugged her onto my lap. Turning to look at me, her gorgeous blue eyes glittered with lust. Seeing her face flushed from hanging upside down only served to increase my arousal. The intensity of her stare came loaded with sin and as a scandalous smile took over her face, I felt a desperate bead of precum ooze from my tip.

      Grabbing the sides of her head, I pulled her face close to mine, pressed a kiss to one eye, and then the other before I devoured her mouth in a smoking-hot kiss. It was so off the charts hot, I thought for a split second I might come in my jeans.

      If I’d thought the chemistry we’d shared was hot before, it had reached danger level with her there in my lap. My body screamed to take her hard and fast, but my head willed me to slow things down. To help me do this, I kept my hands on her head which felt innocent enough as I engaged her in a slower, more intimate kiss.

      By the time our lips parted, I felt giddy and reckless with want and desire, so any thoughts of the restraint I’d tried hard to preserve dissolved from that moment on.
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      The moment Trinnie reached beneath me to palm my cock over my jeans, I placed my hand over her wrist to stop her. I rose from the bed and gently placed her up onto her feet. Once upright, she began to tug playfully at my belt, and I stilled her hand again.

      “Are you in a hurry?” I teased.

      Eyes full of desire met mine and she smirked. “Am I that obvious?”

      I chuckled and placed my hands on her shoulders. “I like a woman who knows what she wants,” I said, smoothing my hands down her arms. Catching one wrist I lifted it above her head and twirled her away from me, so that her back was facing my front. As she faced the bed, I swept her long hair over her shoulder and planted my mouth at the sweet spot between her shoulder and neck.

      “Oh, God,” she breathed. I smiled against her neck because her legs buckled the moment my teeth grazed her skin.

      “You like this?” I whispered, as my hands slid around her and over the cups of her bodice. The combination of hard bones and soft material, along with the warmth of her body beneath it, felt tantalizing beneath my fingers.

      “Oh, yeah,” she breathed, airily. Her head tilted to one side, giving me greater access to her and when I sank my teeth in the same spot, she groaned loudly. Nothing could have stopped me from sucking at the spot and from the muttered, “Oh, yeah”, and “Holy shit,” comments she cussed out, I knew she was turned on.

      “Seeing you wearing this … damn, all the things I’ve been wanting to do to you since I set eyes on it. This bodice is incredible,” I said, offering my approval as my hand explored her top from behind.

      “That thing you’re doing with your mouth isn’t so bad either,” she whispered back like she could barely move her lips.

      “God, I want you.” My confession came out like a strangled groan as I grabbed at handfuls of her top, hardly able to wait to unwrap her.

      “Take me,” she offered as she stood limply with her back against me. Making some space, I moved my hands between us to her back. Reaching for the ribbon, I quickly undid the bow, loosening the bodice enough to let the garment slip over her hips and drop down to the floor.

      “Oh, baby, there’s no doubt in my mind I’m gonna take you,” I promised in a tone full of dangerous intent. A rumble from deep in my chest confirmed that I meant it. “I’ve wanted you from that first day in my kitchen, but now that we’re here, I’m determined to take my time with you,” I muttered with my mouth close to her ear again from behind.

      Another shiver made her body tremble in reaction to my declaration.

      Slowly, I spared a moment to trace my fingertips down the indentation lines the boned garment had left on her back.

      “You’re killing me,” she muttered, rolling her head from one side of her neck to the other in frustration before dropping it forward to show the bony prominences of her spine.

      Instantly my mouth and hands were back on her, kissing her neck, her back, nipping her skin, sucking and licking, grabbing and squeezing until I had her firm, pliable tits cupped in my hands from behind. As I played with her stiff nipples, I couldn’t bear not to grind myself up against her.

      This time when she began to turn, I let her, moved her that one step back toward the bed. Placing her down gently, I quickly stripped her out of her sexy leather pants.

      “Not fair, you’re still fully dressed,” she whined with a furrowed brow. Trinnie reached up and caught the collar of my black button-down shirt. “Take it off,” she ordered, determinedly.

      Never one to be told more than once to get naked, I stripped out of my clothing and climbed onto the bed beside her.

      “I’m nervous,” she mumbled, and I laughed.

      “After all the dirty, flirty comments you’ve made since I met you?” I countered in disbelief.

      “That’s me. All talk and no action,” she muttered, but the carnal lust in her eyes told me her statement was far from the truth.

      “I’m the one who should be nervous with a reputation to uphold and not having sex for the biggest part of this year.”

      She shrugged. “So you’ll come quickly. What’s wrong with that? Unless of course you’re into tantric sex,” she added.

      I chuckled. “I leave that to the likes of Sting, who has an infinite amount of time to spend at home these days. Don’t get me wrong, I can get it up quite a few times in a night, but I’m taking an educated guess that it’ll take a few practice goes to build my stamina up again.”

      Trinnie placed a hand on my pec and gave it a squeeze. “You have a great body.”

      “As do you. Your rack is the bomb,” I replied honestly as my hands slid from one part of her curves to another.

      “You don’t think I’m too chunky?” she questioned. She cast a genuine frown and it was the first time I noticed she had issues with her body.

      “What the fuck about you is chunky? You are all woman, Trinnie. And I happen to love how you feel in my hands.”

      “Then have at it, feel me all you want,” she muttered nervously, but flashed me a wicked smile. As I leaned forward to kiss her, her hand slid down my abdomen and stopped at the waistband of my boxer shorts. “No going back now,” she stated, and I wondered if her comment had been aimed at her or me, perhaps it could have been to us both. Hell, who cared?

      Cupping the back of her head, I kissed her tenderly at first, but when her hand breached the waistband of my boxer shorts and wrapped around my dick, all bets were off.

      We rolled around on the bed, our hands, limbs, tongues and mouths exploring until we’d tasted every inch of the other and neither of us could bear to be apart a moment longer.

      “Fuck, you’re so wet,” I said, sliding my fingers between her folds. Reluctantly, I pulled away, quickly rolled on a condom, grabbed her ankles and bent her legs at the knees. My palms skated up her soft inner thighs and I spread them wide. “Your pussy looks perfect,” I remarked, as my fingers once again teased her drenched, glistening folds. Walking on my knees between her parted legs, I slid my tip down her seam and gently slid myself inside.

      We stared intently at one another as I entered her one delicious inch at a time. The stretch and grip of her tight muscles around my cock momentarily stole my breath.

      “Jesusss,” she hissed. She fought to maintain eye contact as I sank my cock deep inside her warm, wet entrance until my balls brushed the velvet skin at her ass. As she sucked me in, her eyes flared wide in response to how full she was.

      “Damn,” I countered. My dick flexed inside her as it adjusted to the snug fit. “You feel incredible. Tight, warm and wet, my favorite combination,” I teased her, with a small smile.

      Her gorgeous eyes pinned me in a serious stare, as emotion swarmed within her gaze, and I felt something shift in my chest. My heart swelled; its beat hard but steady, as I stared back, transfixed with equal intensity. She must have felt a shift too because tears sprang to her eyes. I kissed them away, murmuring reassuring words and cradled her head in my hands. That moment felt intense, precious and I believed I’d made a lasting memory that would stay with me.

      Like I’d predicted, I didn’t last long. But in all fairness, neither did she, having come twice on my tongue and then together with me.
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      Trinnie

      The flirty communications we’d had before tonight had felt like extended foreplay between us. But, holy hell, Levi turned me on like a light switch as soon as we kissed. Who knew spanking could be that playful and hot in the hands of the right man?

      It was a given that we’d end up sleeping with one another. The chemistry had been there from the start. Tonight, we could have cut through the sexual tension between us with a blunt knife. On the way back to his suite, I had no idea what to expect other than that he was a seasoned rock star with a dick, and I guessed he’d know exactly what to do with it.

      From how keyed up we were when we left the after party at the venue, I’d assumed I wouldn’t have the time to draw breath before he fucked me, after he had gotten me back to his hotel suite.

      The sex I’d conjured up in my mind was the hurried, partly clothed kind from a guy who couldn’t wait to please himself. So, when Levi reined in the passion and talked about ordering food, I saw a man who was measured and in control of his feelings.

      When my expectations weren’t initially met for the kind of hot, rampant fuck I’d envisioned he was famous for, I was thrown off kilter.

      This confusion from his change in direction only served to build my anticipation of how far he’d take things with me. An unusual bout of nerves kicked in. Then, for the first time in my life, I doubted whether I was enough for Levi. Suddenly, I felt less sexually confident than I usually would have.

      Oh. My. God! The way his hungry dark stare took me in, almost brought me to my knees. I’d had plenty of hot sex before, but no man ever had such a hungry, lust-filled gaze like Levi. Hearing him swallow roughly as his hands skated over every inch of my body not only made me feel desired, but consumed and vulnerable as well.

      It isn’t every day a girl gets to act out her fantasy about a serious crush from the past. Yet, there I was with my less than perfect body, feeling completely worshiped by the hands, mouth and body of a beautiful, famous man. In that moment, I knew I was likely the envy of most women who would have given their right arm to spend a night in his company.

      Since the moment he’d invited me to his band’s gig, I’d been hoping tonight was the night. And when he finally made his move, that first kiss had been loaded with every emotion I’d expected. And with some I guess, I hadn’t. There was a mixture of restraint, tenderness, consideration and eventually an unadulterated passion that had made it feel perfect.

      I wasn’t surprised when Levi said he liked kinky sex, I’d imagined he’d done most things before he had gotten to me. His skill as a lover was calculated and present in every move he made, as he demonstrated his command of the art of sex, with the skill and experience to play my body.

      At no time did Levi make me feel like I was cheap. When the mood changed from the car to the hotel room, and he’d initially chosen food over me, I’d thought he’d changed his mind. I figured he’d decided being intimate with me was a bad idea. But my gut refused to believe this, and concluded he wanted to take his time with me.

      Was I different from the women who had shared his bed with before me, like he implied? I wasn’t sure I wanted to compare myself to those other girls for fear that I’d come up short. But the man the press portrayed as Levi, bore no relation to the complex, sensitive guy I’d found him to be.

      After the incredible sexual connection we’d had, I lay there in the dark, stunned at what he had done with me. Sex had been a mind-altering experience beneath my rock star performer.

      While I caught my breath, I tried to compute the unexpected, intimate bond we’d experienced. As my mind replayed all of this, a hundred tiny thrills burst through me like secondary aftershocks of pleasure. They had detonated again along all the erogenous zones Levi had explored on my body.

      These tiny, repeated ripples of sensation sparked visuals of how his lips, teeth and tongue had seemingly made my bones melt. I imagined Levi had left permanent imprints on my skin that would thrill me again and again, whenever his touch came to mind.

      When Levi’s mouth explored every single spot on my body, electricity coursed through my veins. His touch had been so electrifying that there were times when the pleasure he gave had almost been too much to bear. As an experienced, generous lover he’d used his skills to ignite every nerve cell within me.

      I turned my head to look at him. Lying quietly, he looked sated and peaceful as he slept.  Unlike me, whose body had continued to adjust with persistent reminders of what we’d done in the afterglow of my release. My fingers still intertwined in his, pulsed involuntarily. This brought attention to the impression his lips had left on the back of my hand as his cock had slid out of my body.

      Stretching carefully, I switched off the nightstand light without disturbing him. Still keyed up, my mind continued to replay how attentive Levi had been toward me. Not just in bed, but from before I’d left home that day.

      Sex with Levi was nothing like I had imagined it would be. It was miles better. Undoubtedly, the best I’d ever had. Yet, I’d thought no one would ever know my body better than my ex-husband, Dennis.

      My assumptions of him as a lover were blown clear out of the water when he appeared to relish in the connection we shared. The demanding, selfish sex I believed I’d get from the hell-raising rock star’s reputation, couldn’t have been further from my truth.

      When he spanked me, three things happened. It made my core ache for him to take me. Laugh, which put me at ease and made me feel less conscious of what he’d think once he had me completely naked, and even though he had placed me in a vulnerable position, I had no doubts about trusting him.

      Once seated inside me, the sexual connection between us had felt intense. Being face to face in the missionary position had made me feel vulnerable. The eye contact between us at times had felt unbearably intimate, and the way he stroked my hair as he cradled my head in his hands was unexpectedly tender. Right then, a wave of emotion swept through me that brought tears to my eyes.

      “Shh, I got you,” Levi whispered as he kissed my tears away. “You’re amazing, baby.”

      Then as if Levi had sensed the intimacy had become too much, he switched from this slow, love making connection, and unleashed his raw carnal need. The instant he did this, the pace felt, powerful, relentless, animalistic, and it wasn’t long before he chased us both to a heady release. Surprisingly, Levi protectively held me at the height of my orgasm. It instantly made me feel safe, as I surrendered to the sensory overload of pure ecstasy he’d evoked within me.

      I realized that in the moment, I’d never felt closer to any man before him.  I swallowed hard when tears pricked my eyes, as I lay in the dark listening to his even, regular breathing. The minutes ticked by and my euphoria from the blissful connection we’d shared began to ebb away. In its place a heavy, feeling of loss settled inside my chest.

      Levi had managed to seduce me without even trying. From the moment I’d met him again, his casual, flirty conversation had enthralled me, and I’d desperately wanted more of his time. Levi was unexpectedly humble as well. I saw this side of him in the humility he demonstrated in his patience toward his rude housekeeper, Sadie. Apart from all of that, there was a sense of unhurried attention I got from him, and a genuine desire to know me as a person.

      The build up to us having sex had been both appealing and frustrating. Levi appeared determined to take his time with me, when I’d expected a man who would rip off my panties the second he’d gotten me alone.

      A small voice from within brought the nagging doubt I’d tried to suppress. Even though I had tried to protect my feelings, I recognized I had begun to consider the possibility this could be something bigger for the both of us.

      It was a foolish notion because Levi was a worldwide star, a man with a higher agenda than most, and I was neither exciting, nor spontaneous enough to keep his attention for long.

      I was a single mom, with the needs of a growing daughter to fulfill, and I had a full-time job. Yet, he was the definition of different in my eyes. Until Levi, I had never been friends with any man before him who had quickly consumed my every waking thought.

      As a ripple of disappointment squeezed my heart, I slid my fingers gently from his, rolled over and got out of bed. I padded into his bathroom, sat on the toilet and held my head in my hands. My conscience told me I should be sorry to have slept with him. My body disagreed.

      From the moment I’d left his house that first day after coffee, I’d told myself not to fall for him. Now I feared it was too late. The damage had already been done. Although Levi kept telling me he liked me, I figured I’d be delusional if I believed for one minute that ‘like’ would ever be anything more.

      “What time is it?” Levi’s deep, gruff, sleepy tone cut into the darkness. His voice had startled me and my body jumped. I heard the hinge squeak on the bathroom door and his feet pad a few feet closer toward me on the tile floor.

      Glancing up in his direction, I could barely make out his dark silhouette as he stood there. I wondered whether he could see me at all. “Not sure … early. It’s still dark,” I noted.

      “We both crashed out pretty hard after that,” he mused. “I think I slept more soundly beside you than I’ve slept in months.”

      “Glad to be of service,” I replied, sounding droll. Despite this, my heart raced with his admission, and I quickly wondered how many times he’d said the same thing to other girls. “I didn’t sleep. Had I known you snored like a gurgling drain, I’d have gone back to my hotel straight after I came,” I lied. Levi hadn’t made a sound other than his deep even breaths.

      “Liar. You couldn’t have walked to the elevator after the pounding your pussy took,” he said, sounding playfully crude as he chuckled.

      I laughed to hide my embarrassment. “Are you always this romantic?”

      He chuckled again and moved closer still. “Are you going to sit there all morning, or can a man take a leak?” he asked.

      I stood and he placed his warm hands on my upper arms as he swapped places with me. An instant thrill of electricity shot through me, spiking a rash of goosebumps, before he let me go. Seconds later, I heard him begin to pee.

      “What the fuck,” he muttered alarmed. He fumbled around in front of himself, and I realized I’d had the lid down when I heard the seat hit the wall behind it. “Christ, I’ve pissed all over my feet now,” he grumbled.

      “Eww,” I muttered as I stepped back on the balls of my feet before I had a fit of the giggles. My laugh sounded loud and echoey in the darkness of the tiled space. I heard him huff in frustration.

      “Oh, shit. Switch the light on,” Levi demanded as he fumbled again with the toilet tissue dispenser on the wall.

      “No, I’m not watching you shit,” I countered, laughing again.

      “Trinnie,” he warned in a low, menacing tone. I switched the light on, still laughing. “Argh,” he groaned. “I haven’t pissed myself since I was five years old.”

      “Yeah, you have—just now,” I countered.

      He glanced over his shoulder and lifted a brow. “Smart ass,” he muttered. “Now we’re going to need to take a shower.”

      “Oye. Don’t involve me in your kinky sex games,” I teased. “I’m not into being peed on.”

      “Are you adverse to washing after sex? Do you want to roll up to your realtor conference smelling of rock star jizz?”

      My jaw almost hit the floor and I blinked slowly before I gave him a pointed stare. “Excuse me?”

      The smirk on his face told me he was screwing with me. But he wasn’t wrong. We both stank of sex.

      “I was going to have a quick wash, grab a cab and shower at my hotel. Leather pants and a sexy bodice aren’t exactly office attire,” I replied.

      “You’d rather have a body wash than take a shower with me?” The downward turn on his lips showed his disappointment.

      “No, but it feels like a jackhammer has been working down there,” I remarked, gesturing toward the lower half of my body.

      Levi laughed. I tried to keep a straight face but felt my lips quirk in a smile. “I think you’ve confused me with a construction worker with your talk of power tools. What you’re trying to say is I nailed you to the bed last night.”

      “Now who’s in construction?” I countered, and we laughed.

      Levi leaned in and turned on the shower. Steam instantly began to fill the room and the sound of the water jets sounded inviting. He swept a hand through his tousled hair, immediately distracting me. I became mesmerized by how his muscles rippled all the way up his arm, down his pec, ribs and eventually to his sexy V muscle at his groin. “Coming?” he asked.

      “Depends what you mean by that,” I replied, instantly thirsty from drinking him in.

      “If I promise not to fuck you, will you take a shower with me?”

      “Can I trust you not to seduce me once I’m in there with you?”

      “Cross my heart,” he said, making the gesture over his chest. “I’d like to feel your soapy body though,” he casually added. He raised a brow in a sexy question to punctuate his request.

      “You want to wash me?” I questioned, surprised. The thought of his sudsy hands all over me sent my lusty imagination into a visual tailspin.

      “Of course, a man should take care of a woman … if he wants to stand the chance of seeing her again.”

      My heart flipped over, excited he wanted to take things further. “Wow. Smooth, but …” I pretended to hesitate before agreeing to his demand. “I’m in.” My playful, raised tone, drew a chuckle from him as I squeezed past him and stood under the warm jets of water, letting them rain down on my head.

      Levi squirted some luxury shower product onto his hands. Applying them over the front of my body, he turned me away from him and slid his hands under my arms. My eyes closed at the incredible sensation his soapy palms made when they skated over my wet breasts.

      “I really like you, Trinnie Dixon,” he whispered in a low voice that was barely audible above the noise of the shower. He swayed us from side to side. “Your tits are absolutely perfect,” he added. His lips brushed my ear before he kissed his way down my neck as he skillfully kneaded my flesh in his hands.

      “I’m warming to you myself, Mr. Milligan. But need I remind you, not to get ahead of yourself.” Who was I kidding? Levi was already miles ahead of the game between us, and I was falling fast. As I closed my eyes and enjoyed the intimate moment we shared, I prayed it wouldn’t be the last time I got to do this with him.
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      Levi

      Two nights in Charlotte with Trinnie wasn’t nearly enough. I had loved spending time with her, and felt we were just getting to know one another properly when we’d both had to leave. I was reluctant to let her go and was surprised at how much I missed her once she had gone.

      Unlike Siranne and Keela, I didn’t feel trapped by Trinnie. I’d felt restless when I was with my previous girlfriends, like there was something missing in the relationships. But with her, the need for more than Trinnie wasn’t there. Then again, we weren’t committed to one another and still finding our feet.

      The only thing I knew for certain was that she felt different. Undemanding. I loved to spend time with her. I had already begun to look forward to the next time we were together. There was more to this thing between us than I’d been willing to admit until now.

      However, not putting a label on what we had, reduced the threat of any angst filled constraints that had been a constant theme within the other relationships I’d been in. But the brief time I’d spent with Trinnie had convinced me my relationship with Keela had been wrong for me.

      Siranne was another matter. Even with another relationship under my belt, her name still stirred lingering feelings of disappointment and the same sense of loss within me.
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      The rest of the band tour passed quickly, and as the last gig arrived, I sensed the rapport our band had formed with the guys from Cobham Street, would keep us tight as friends for life once the gigs were over.

      Traveling with another big band from state to state had given me a sense of freedom again. Two bands had meant twice the attention from fans, and twice the effort on our support teams’ parts. But our gigs had run seamlessly, even if Rick never let up on Pointless Effigy for one minute of their ride.

      I’d found it astonishing that Rick had appeared uptight and pissed for a lot of the time, because I’d always regarded him as one of the most laid-back guys in the industry.

      Rick had a reputation for being cranky. That was part of his rock star charm. But it had been excruciatingly painful to witness his perfectionist side rearing its ugly head the way it had. It made me thankful that it wasn’t me on the receiving end of the scathing but constructive criticism he'd levelled toward Tyler and Cyrus.

      Our last gig of the tour was in Chicago, and I’d felt excited that Trinnie had agreed to fly up for the end of tour after party. I hadn’t seen her for a couple of weeks now and in my view, it had been a couple of weeks too long.

      There had been plenty of phone calls and flirty texts that had kept me going right after she’d left. But as the days had passed, those weren’t nearly as much fun as the time I had spent with her in the flesh.

      However, I did find out a little more about Trinnie’s past, and learned that her daughter, Gabrielle, went to a private boarding school during the school year.

      Trinnie had been torn about doing this but decided this gave Gabrielle the most stabilized environment, which allowed Trinnie to do her job and keep a roof over their heads. Apparently, being an only child, her daughter loved her time there and being around other kids.

      I was surprised when she told me if we continued to grow closer as friends that she’d like me to meet her. It pleased me that she had an open mind about introducing me at some point. I felt her comment had gone some way to solidify our relationship a little more.
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      The last gig of the tour was wild, with both bands going completely off set. Rick unexpectedly stepped onto the stage with us and joined in with a couple of our greatest hits.

      Both sets of fans raised the roof, cheering in appreciation of our combined seasoned vocals. The atmosphere felt electric when Rick’s raspy tone mingled with my more melodic one and the blend resulted in an effortless mix.

      When he invited me to sing a few of their songs with them, during their set, I felt honored and readily agreed. Singing Cobham Street numbers on stage with Rick Fars will forever be a highlight in my rock star career.

      After we’d left the stage, and Cobham Street waited to go back for their encore, Rick strode over to me and slapped me on my back.

      “Dude, that was the most fun I’ve had on stage since I don’t know when. I think we should consider doing a collaboration sometime soon.”

      I nodded, totally mesmerized that he thought me worthy of singing a dedicated track with him. I knew I’d need to seek permission from the label and the rest of the band, but I figured it could only do good. In that moment I’d felt too choked up to respond and was thankful that they ran back onto the stage right then.

      Rick was as full of surprises as he was unpredictable. When he’d brought Pointless Effigy onboard, I had initially thought he had done it out of some sick form of revenge after I’d almost hooked up with his band’s drummer’s wife. But I took it at face value after he’d disclosed to me that he was merely helping a friend. Since then, he had been a man of his word. He had ensured everyone had kept their professional boundaries—despite the history of discord between Tyler Knott and me.
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      TRINNIE: I’m here! I can’t wait to see you. I’m with Esther and Gemma in the Green Room.

      Seeing Trinnie’s text as I pulled a clean T-shirt on after the gig, made my heart skip a beat. It had been years since I’d had butterflies in my stomach at the thought of meeting up with a girl.

      “Our women are in the Green Room,” I informed Jude, as I stepped into my sneakers.

      Deakon entered the main dressing room area, dripping wet and naked from the shower. Wet footprints trailed across the polished cement as he strode across the room. “Forgot my hair conditioner,” he mumbled as he raked through a navy-blue duffle bag. He tipped out three boxes of condoms onto a couch before he found the bottle he was looking for.

      “Are you attending an orgy later?” Korry asked, chuckling as he lifted one of the boxes of ten Durex condoms up and inspected the back of it.

      Deakon smirked as he swiped the box back off him and shook it, to draw attention to it. “They had a buy two get one free offer in that Walgreens we stopped at.” He flashed a smug smile as he stuffed the box in his hand back in his bag.

      “Yeah, you need bargains for those with the amount you go through. It’s a wonder you didn’t think to buy more while the offer was still on,” Korry remarked.

      Greg grabbed another box, checked it out and read aloud. “Large, eh?” he mused as he checked out Deakon’s pecker. “Must be a grower for sure …” he teased as he nodded down at his dick. “Unless you picked up the wrong size,” he suggested. “I don’t think you can wrap Scotch tape around these to keep them on,” he goaded. Deakon looked mildly perplexed when we all chuckled. Eventually a grin spread on his face and slowly he shook his head.

      “You’re all just jealous because I’ve got a big dick and get laid more than you lot,” he shot back. He continued to drip water all over the floor.

      “True, in regard to getting laid, but that’s only because you’re not as picky as us on where you stick it,” Korry shot back.

      “Spoken like a wingman and not ‘the main man’,” Deakon countered. “The girls I hook up with, are always smoking hot. It’s not my fault you’re left with their ugly friends.”

      “For fuck’s sake, get back in that shower and cover yourself up. Bernadette will be along any minute. The poor woman will be suing us for trauma after having to look at that,” Jude said, nodding at Deakon’s body.

      “Jealous bastards,” he muttered playfully as he headed back into the shower.

      “Right, I’m out of here. I have a real woman waiting for me,” I said, sounding smug.

      “Me too,” Jude agreed as he headed toward the door behind me.

      “Is Gemma still with Leus?” Greg inquired, addressing Jude.

      “Yeah, and that dude is going nowhere,” he replied. It sounded like a warning to Greg. “Besides, you think I’d let a horny, Irishman anywhere near her?” Jude warned.

      Greg laughed. “I don’t know. You ended up with Levi’s sister.”

      “And you can rest assured you won’t end up with mine,” Jude countered again.

      “Bahahaa,” Greg teased, because he knew he’d gotten a rise out of my buddy.

      We were still chuckling as we left the dressing room. “Dirty Irish fucker,” Jude mumbled, and cast me a dark look that said he wasn’t all that sure that what Greg said, wasn’t serious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 45

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi

      My mood went from elated to thermonuclear rage the moment I spied that fucker Tyler engaged in an intense conversation with Trinnie. I could tell by the frown on her face that she didn’t like what he was saying.

      “Hey, beautiful, did you miss me?” I asked as I swallowed down my fury to interject on their conversation. Stepping in front of him, I effectively cut his eye contact from her and stretched out a hand. Trinnie took it and I gently pulled her to her feet. “Tell me the company just got a whole lot better,” I remarked. Instantly her frown disappeared and a gleam in her eyes told me she was pleased to see me. Dipping my head toward her, I brushed my lips over hers and was rewarded with one of her sexy smiles.

      “The company just got a whole lot better,” she repeated as her eyes began to glitter with what I guessed was excitement at seeing me again. I know I felt excited to see her. Trinnie looked past me to where Tyler was sitting and cast him a dirty look. “Thanks for the advice,” she said, dryly. “What did you say your name was again?” she asked in the putdown of the century in my eyes.

      The smug smirk Tyler had been wearing immediately fell from his face, and he shook his head. “Don’t kid yourself,” he snapped, clearly irritated by her remark. “You know exactly who I am, honey. Remember what I told you … every word I’ve said is true. Be aware or beware—your choice.”

      “And what the fuck choice would that be? What does she need to beware of?” I probed, instantly riled by his cocky attitude. But before I could delve deeper, both Jed, Rick Fars’ bodyguard, and Bodhi had stepped between us and towered over Tyler.

      “Don’t you need to be somewhere else?” Bodhi suggested menacingly to Tyler, who stood his ground and didn’t move off his chair. Bodhi shifted his wary eyes to me and then toward the bar in a silent signal for me to give them space.

      “No, I’m good here, thanks,” Tyler replied. If he felt threatened by the two huge bodyguards, who had flanked him on either side, he didn’t show it. Tyler’s arrogance oozed from every pore. Bodhi’s eyes darkened as his jawline steeled and he looked as if he was threatening to burst a blood vessel.

      “I’m gonna ask you nicely for the last time,” Bodhi cautioned again. “Don’t you have somewhere else you need to be?” My bodyguard glared at me to heed his silent warning. Bodhi wanted me gone. It was an indication that if Tyler didn’t move, Bodhi was set to manually remove him.

      “It’s great to see you, baby. What are you drinking?” I asked, Trinnie after reading into Bodhi’s body language. I swept my arm around her waist, and I quickly steered her through the crowded room. We stopped in front of the guy tending the bar and I ordered her usual, a Dirty Martini.

      Jude appeared by my side, and after smiling at Trinnie, he placed a hand on my back. As if coached, Esther and Gemma subtly appeared at either side of Trinnie and engaged her in conversation. Jude used their deliberate distraction to have a quiet word with me. “Everything alright?”

      I nodded. “Nothing would have given me greater pleasure than to knock that fucker out,” I growled. I unclenched my fists when I became aware of how taut my muscles were. Concerned, my eyes flicked to Trinnie and felt relieved that she didn’t look troubled and was deep in conversation with the girls.

      “I’m impressed that you didn’t get physical with him,” Jude remarked. “That’s a major shift in your behavior, dude. The old Levi would have punched that fucker into next week. What did he say that got your back up, anyway?”

      ”Ty warned Trinnie off me. ‘Be aware or beware’ he said, although I don’t know exactly what was said. He’s lucky Trinnie was there,” I remarked.

      “She’s good for you, Levi,” Jude said as he glanced over peoples’ heads before he looked back toward me. “Anyway, he won’t cause you any more trouble. He’s being removed from the premises as we speak. Plus, now that the tour is done, he won’t be in your face again.”

      “That’s it,” I said, instantly knowing why he’d poked the bear. “That’s why he stirred the pot. He reckons he doesn’t need to mind his manners now that Pointless Effigy are no longer beholden to Rick for money.”

      I frowned, concerned again about what he’d said to Trinnie before I’d gotten there. Knowing Tyler, I figured it was designed to be derogatory toward me. If I knew Tyler as well as I thought I did, I guessed he would have done everything in his power to derail my relationship with her.

      Jude was right about one thing, though. Before rehab I had been known as a fighter when something irritated me. I considered that Trinnie being present might have been my reason for maintaining my restraint.

      As the commotion on the far side of the room subsided, Jude, Esther and Gemma joined Deakon and Greg. They were talking with Aaron and Bradley from the other bands. Once Trinnie and I were alone, I swallowed my small whiskey, then I gave her my full attention.

      “What did Tyler say to you?” I asked, concerned.

      “I gather you don’t get on?”  she asked, ignoring my question and asking another one instead.

      “What makes you think that?” I asked in a tone laced with sarcasm. “Dirty Martini?” I asked, checking if she wanted another. I waved the bartender over.

      She nodded as I took her empty glass from her. “I might have picked up on that from the way he spoke to me, about you.” My jaw tensed when an adrenaline burst shot through my body. In turn, every muscle locked up with the fight or flight hormone flowing through me. I schooled my face to look nonchalant, ordered her drink and a whiskey for me before I glanced toward her again.

      “What did he tell you?” I asked. My voice sounded even, but my heart pounded rapidly. Most of what he had to say wouldn’t have mattered to me, because unless he broke his own NDA, I figured the damage he could do to me and Trinnie would be minimal.

      “He didn’t say anything outright, but rather implied a few things. The premise of the conversation was about your sexual preferences. Although how he’d know what he suggested would imply his personal involvement.”

      I swallowed roughly and temporarily froze from her disclosure.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d have said he’d sounded jealous,” Trinnie said.

      A pit of dread formed in my stomach and my heart swung like a pendulum above it. “Meaning?” I snapped.

      She shrugged and looked at her feet. “He implied you like men.”

      “I don’t,” I quickly countered. My serious eyes bore into the top of her head until she looked up at me again. I knew ‘I don’t’ wasn’t enough and that I’d needed to expand on my answer, but how. I didn’t have the right words to explain what I’d done with Tyler that sounded palatable in my mind. Or an account that didn’t break that fucking NDA I’d signed.

      “I mean I saw you joke with Jude on stage an’ all, and I know you’re close—”

      “I said I don’t like men,” I barked sharply, cutting her off. “What exactly did Tyler say to you?”

      Her suspicious gaze searched mine as silence stretched out in our conversation. Eventually she broke eye contact and glanced over my shoulder.

      “Look, if you must know the conversation kind of went like this.” She hesitated and then blew out a breath. He said, “You don’t know what you’re getting into with Levi.” I immediately sensed he wanted to put me off you, so I replied, ‘I think I do. I mean I’m not green. I’m aware Levi is a seasoned rock star who has been used to a certain lifestyle,” Trinnie explained.

      “What did he say to that?” I asked, furious we’d even needed to have this conversation. A band of tension tightened around my head and I thought my temper would explode at any moment right then.

      “Well, he snickered and stared pointedly toward me. To be frank, the whole exchange with him made me feel uncomfortable. It felt as if he was steering me to ask the right question. That, or he was leading me in a particular direction because he wanted to accidentally disclose something.”

      Another dump of adrenaline flowed through my veins like gnarly white-water rapids. My aching heart pumped a mile a minute in fear my secret would shut down the budding relationship I had with Trinnie.

      “What the fuck?” I mumbled to myself. I felt lost for words again.

      “It was a weird interaction,” she confessed. “He warned me off you by saying you’d hurt me. According to him, it’s what you do. Then he said, ‘it’s what all men do when they can’t be true to themselves for fear of being outed’.”

      “Outed? Motherfucker,” I muttered, incensed. “That guy deserves a smack in the mouth,” I snapped. There was no way I’d allow Tyler to drag me back into more of his manipulative behavior.

      With her lips in a thin line, a serious expression formed on Trinnie’s face. I guessed she felt my distress. Reaching out, she placed a hand on my forearm in support. “When I asked him outright what he wanted to tell me, he told me to ask you. But he said if you were honest, you’d tell me you can’t be happy with me because no woman can fulfill what you need from sex.”
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      I shook my head, disgusted that Tyler had tried to wreck my recovery. “There’s a long history between me and Tyler Knott. It’s history I can’t discuss because I signed an NDA years ago. At that time, it was something that happened when I was young and vulnerable.”

      “But I can discuss it,” Jude said. I looked over my shoulder and saw him standing behind me at the bar.

      “Jude, butt out. I don’t need you to do my dirty work for me.”

      “In this case you do,” he reminded me again that I was bound by that stupid piece of legal red tape.

      “What is it no one is telling me?” she pressed, with a hand on my chest.

      “Please. Not here,” I muttered. My eyes darted furtively around the room to take in who was nearby.

      “Levi, a word?” Jude said, gesturing with his head in the direction of the men’s room.

      As if Esther had been prewarned, she stepped in immediately, distracting Trinnie. The diversion allowed Jude and I to step aside.

      “It’s damage limitation time. You have no idea what he’s said … how he’s twisted the conversation to his advantage. Let me talk to her. You know I’ll be frank, but at the same time, I’ll have your back. If she hears Tyler’s version first, it’ll come back and bite you in the ass later, Levi,” Jude pleaded.

      “She shut him down when he was trying to shit stir. That’s all I know,” I said. “But my guess is, he told her I was gay,” I replied.

      “All the more reason for this to be nipped in the bud. If you don’t, she’ll start pressing for answers. The less you tell her now, the more suspicious she’ll become. It could make her think there’s substance to his remarks.”

      “Tyler told her women didn’t satisfy me. That she’d never be enough.”

      “All right. Let me ask you. Do you think Trinnie has the potential to be enough?” I hadn’t considered this question until Jude posed it.

      “Yes,” I decided with hardly a moment’s thought. It surprised me how easily my response came to me.

      “Then trust me. Let me tell her what went down. It doesn’t make you less of a person. And to be honest, it’ll let you know where she’s at. If she really wants to pursue this with you, she’ll find a way of accepting what happened.”

      “Fuck it. I’m tired of this shit. I’ll tell her.”

      Jude slapped my back. “No. I’ve got this. Don’t sweat it.”

      “Honestly, I want to tell the fucking world what he did to me. Fuck the money. Fuck the shame. I’m not doing this anymore,” I decided.

      “No, Levi. You’ll be playing into his hands. This is what he wants. He knows you’ve got a short fuse—at least you used to have. That asshole is trying to tap into that to fuck with you even now. Don’t give him the satisfaction. Leave it with me. I’ve got your back.”

      “You shouldn’t need to do my bidding,” I insisted. My temper flared again.

      “Still …” Jude argued. “You’d do the same for me. We’re brothers, remember? Plus, I wouldn’t be surprised, if Bodhi wasn’t ensuring that the nose job he had after the last time he messed with you, wasn’t being rearranged.”

      “Trouble in Paradise?” Rick asked, butting in on our intense discussion.

      “Nah, it’s all good,” I quickly said, wanting to shut the conversation down.

      “Tyler fucking Knott,” Jude countered, at the same time.

      “Seriously?” he asked, glancing toward me with a raised brow. He scratched his head before patting his hair back in place. “You’d have thought he’d have understood I meant what I said, about him not causing you problems.”

      “The tour’s finished. I guess he felt that obligation to stay in his lane was met.”

      “The money isn’t in the bank yet,” Rick warned. “I guess he and I are going to have words,” he added, scratching the stubble on his chin.

      “Thanks for … I mean, you didn’t … fuck,” I cussed, not knowing how to explain my feelings without disclosing some of my issues with Tyler.

      Rick patted my back. “I can guess what he’s put you through,” he said, glancing toward Jude and then back to me.

      For a moment I felt betrayed by Jude, and this must have shown in the glare I gave him.

      “Don’t be pissed at him,” Rick said, anticipating my reaction as he nodded toward Jude. “I don’t know the whole story. But Jude wasn’t the one that told me. What can I say, Jed’s super nosey. You think I don’t know what goes down on my tour?”

      I felt a mixture of nausea and relief when Rick had told me he knew. But I was thankful Jude had kept his word. I wondered how many others on the tour had learned about Tyler and me.

      Is this the worst kept secret despite the NDA we’d both signed?

      “Let me tell you something no one knows apart from my guy, Jed. Then we’ll be even,” Rick said. “It’ll help you to understand why I rode Tyler’s ass raw during this tour, if you’ll pardon the pun. Before I lived with Lennie and Coral, I was in a secret, long-term relationship with a businessman who was going places. He was the only man I ever had a relationship with, until Lennie. Jody was an important man, and a very married man. For years he manipulated me. I loved him and believed him when he promised me the world. One day, I woke up and saw him for what he was. A user and an emotional abuser.

      “Jody abused my love and my loyalty. He played me—manipulated me to his own ends, and I only realized what my life should have been like, after I walked away from him. You’re not the first guy Ty’s manipulated. I heard you both had NDAs. It might help you to know he already broke that NDA.”

      “He did? When? How do you know?” I asked. The urgency in my tone smacked of desperation for this to be true.

      “Were you ever aware Ty and Charlie once had a thing a few years back?”

      “As in your Charlie in the band?” Rick nodded. “No, I’ve tried not to follow anything he was doing.”

      “Well, FYI, he told Charlie his version of events about his time with you.”

      “Which was likely a pack of lies,” I remarked. “So, Tyler already broke the very NDA he’s been holding over me?”

      Rick nodded again. “The night before the tour when y’all went outside to talk? Charlie was left drinking with me, after everyone else had gone to bed. I knew you’d had a conversation outside about the beef you’ve had, and I wondered aloud in Charlie’s presence, what had been said.”

      “Fuck it sounds like the world already knows,” I remarked. A feeling of shame washed over me again and my heart thundered hard against my breastbone.

      “Nonsense, the circle is still intimate. Charlie said Ty told him about you. Charlie’s not a gossip, and he knows first-hand how manipulative Tyler is. Is Charlie right when he said you were still a teen when it happened?”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed.

      “After I knew what the deal was, I drew comparisons with my own issues with Jody. Then your situation with Tyler made me see red.”

      “All that shit you gave them …” I trailed off when Rick’s treatment of Tyler and Cyrus suddenly made sense.

      “You’re welcome,” Rick said with a wicked grin. “Besides, I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true. They’ve got two members of that band that are stopping the others from progressing.”

      “Rick … you can’t know what this means to me,” I began.

      “Oh, I think I do. I know you were in rehab for a while. I’ve seen for myself that you’ve worked hard to make changes. But I believe I know you enough to know you couldn’t be yourself around that guy.”

      “True,” I agreed. It felt good that he had noticed a change in my personality when Tyler was around.

      “Tell you what I’m going to do,” Rick began. “Tomorrow, I’m going to dictate a letter to the effect that Tyler broke the NDA agreement y’all had.  I’ll have it filed with my legal team and you can threaten to sue him. Charlie can’t talk about his, but he can disclose that Tyler spoke about yours.”

      “Everyone suddenly wants to fight my battles for me. I can manage this on my own,” I protested.

      “That’s not the purpose of me being involved. I’m fighting for Charlie. It just so happens that your NDA will be absolved on Charlie’s admission, and in turn we’ll use that to get Tyler to rip his legal document up. If he doesn’t, I’ll threaten to sue him on Charlie’s behalf. My pockets are far deeper than Ty’s, so he’ll have no alternative than to draw a line under his manipulative ways.”

      The conversation with Rick made me feel both emasculated and emancipated at the same time. Too choked to speak, I patted his back and turned to find Trinnie still in conversation with Esther. The conversation had been so intense I’d temporarily forgotten about her.

      “Come on, we need to talk,” I stated. I cupped Trinnie’s elbow and strode for the exit. I briefly noted she handed her martini glass to Deakon as we left the room. Bodhi hovered expectantly in the hallway, just outside the Green Room door, and led us to some waiting transport.

      “Everything okay, Levi?” he asked, concerned.

      “Fine now. We’re heading back to the hotel,” I informed him.

      “Would you mind telling me what’s going on?” Trinnie asked.

      “All in good time, sweetheart, trust me. All in good time.”
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      When we entered the hotel room, I took Trinnie’s jacket and laid it over the back of a chair.

      “Come sit with me. There’s something I need to tell you,” I confessed as a knot formed in my stomach.

      “Sounds ominous,” she muttered, but sat on the chair where I’d led her.

      “Depends how you view it. I need to explain the shit that happened earlier between you and Tyler Knott. Until tonight, I had felt helpless to defend myself because of a Non-Disclosure Agreement I signed years ago.

      “I just found out that Tyler broke the confidential bond of that agreement. Since he did this, and there’s proof to this effect, it allows me to finally talk about it.”

      “Right,” she agreed.

      Nerves swarmed in my belly and the adrenaline that had driven me to this point where I needed to tell her instantly drained away.

      Trinnie deserved the truth. If she felt the same about me, as I did about her, then I thought perhaps she’d see the same honesty from the man that I had as a boy.

      “You’re making me nervous,” she said, her eyes searching mine.

      “Ty … the guitarist you were talking to earlier,” I began and sighed because it wasn’t easy to say the words aloud that had been stuck at the back of my throat for almost a decade. “I was once in a relationship with him.”

      Trinnie’s eyes widened in shock, but she didn’t blow up or start shouting in disgust, so I took this as being a good sign. “I see,” she replied quietly.

      “No, I don’t think you do,” I insisted. I swept my hand through my hair as I searched for the words to explain.

      “I was a kid when I knew him. Pointless Effigy were a bigger band than Screaming Shadows was back then. I … Fuck.” I sighed again because disclosing something this big made me feel less than a man. “Ty groomed me,” I said quickly. “Now I know that sounds ridiculous but it’s the truth. He identified I was vulnerable at the time and worked his special brand of manipulative magic on me. There was a time when I thought the sun shone out of his ass, because that’s what he’d made me think.”

      “I don’t get it,” Trinnie said shaking her head. “You were always so grounded, so …” She shrugged.

      “I guess that’s what I wanted people to see. My childhood wasn’t great … my adolescence was just as bad, and I figure Tyler saw past what no one else did. Even Jude had no idea what happened between us at the time. He only found out during this tour.”

      “And he made you think you were gay?” Trinnie asked. I heard the tone of disbelief in her words.

      “He did, but in the process, he somehow made me love him. That wasn’t a personal choice on my part, it was a gradual manipulation that happened over time.

      “Then he became abusive and I’m not proud to say, I fell for his manipulations. When I realized what was happening to me, I got out. But I did sleep with him, more than once, but I know now it was wrong for me. That’s not who I am. I’m straight, baby. I’ve never considered a relationship with a man apart from him and I’ve never wanted to fuck a man at any point before or since him.”

      For ten minutes I sat explaining what had gone down between Tyler and me, and as soon as I’d finished saying my piece, I breathed a sigh of relief. All the time I’d been talking I had been gauging her reaction, but I guessed she was very body aware when she didn’t give much away.

      “Wow.” Trinnie sat quietly staring at her hands. I allowed a silence to grow between us. She deserved a few minutes to assimilate what I’d told her. It also gave me breathing space as well because I was still reeling from the fact that I’d said my truth aloud.

      “I’ve been through a lot in my life until now. More than most would in a lifetime,” I surmised. “But I’m speaking my truth. I think Tyler saw you as someone who had the potential to make me happy and he knew he could fuck with that.”

      “If you signed this NDA, who else knows about this now?”

      “Rick Fars, Jude, Bodhi, Keela, and Rick’s bassist. Oh, and Charlie, Rick’s bandmate and the person Tyler told.”

      Trinnie sat quietly thinking before she stood. “Don’t take this the wrong way. Can you excuse me? I think I need a bit of time to digest what you’ve told me. I mean … it’s a lot …”

      Disappointment crushed my heart, but I got it. It was a lot. Digging into someone’s baggage when you have enough shit of your own wasn’t easy. I nodded. “No problem. I get it. Do you want me to get you another hotel suite?” I offered. My chest felt tight at the thought that what I’d told her, had made her want to run.

      “It’s okay, I can do that. I’ll just go to the check-in desk and—”

      “No,” I said sounding sharp. “I brought you here. Please let me take care of you.”

      “I’m not turning my back on you, Levi. It’s just a lot to take in, you know? This doesn’t mean …”

      I did know. I could barely deal with it myself. “Yeah, I understand. But let me sort out a hotel room. I’d planned to stay here another day, so if you feel like you want to talk in the morning, call and let me know.”

      I really liked Trinnie but wasn’t going to beg her to see things one way or another. If she needed time, I had to allow her time to work through her thoughts. Lifting the room phone, I booked another hotel suite for her, and when the key was delivered to me, I walked her to her room.

      “I’m sorry tonight didn’t turn out the way you expected. But I’m not sorry I told you about this now. If we go any further together, I’d like that, but if we don’t, I get it as well. You need to do what’s right for you.”

      “Thanks for understanding, Levi. I’ll call you in the morning.” Watching her enter the room and close the door tugged at my heart. I’d had an urge to protest at how unfair it was that Tyler still had the ability to screw with my life. But I didn’t.

      Shoving my hands deep into my jeans’ pockets, I turned and headed back to the elevator. I figured a bottle of whiskey was in my near future if I didn’t catch up with Bodhi. Taking my cell phone out of my pocket, I quickly sent him a text.

      Me: In need of company … or whiskey.

      Bodhi: Throw in a pizza from room service and I’m yours.

      I smiled, even though I felt like crying into a bottle of good old Irish whiskey. But I figured Bodhi was the lesser of two evils. That way I felt at least if Trinnie called in the morning, I’d face her decision with a clear head.
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      It was barely 7:00 a.m. when my cell phone rang the following morning. I squinted, bleary eyed at the other side of the bed in time to see Bodhi as he crawled off the huge bed and onto his feet.

      “Fuck this. I’m going to bed,” he muttered, clearly pissed he’d been disturbed. He switched off the TV we’d been watching when we’d both fallen asleep. “Message me when you want something, but not until this afternoon,” he warned. “Can’t be up most of the night and all day as well,” he warned as he headed for the door.

      My cell phone stopped ringing and I checked the caller on the screen. Instantly my heart sped up when I saw it was Trinnie. I considered whether a call from her at 7:00 was a good or bad thing. Was she leaving?

      I hit the call button and placed the screen to my ear.

      “Hey,” she said, sounding calm.

      “Hey,” I replied. “Sorry, I missed you, I was asleep.”

      “No worries. Can I come and see you?” she asked, uncertain.

      “Sure. Have you had breakfast?”

      “No. Breakfast would be good if you’re offering.”

      “I am. Come on up and I’ll order some room service.”

      As soon as she hung up, I quickly ordered food, shot into the bathroom and hit the shower. It was the quickest wash in history. A knock on the door came as I wrapped a towel around my waist.

      Trinnie’s hungry eyes raked down the length of me and settled on my abs when I opened the door. She made no attempt to enter. “God, how do I have a serious, coherent conversation with you when you look like that?”

      I glanced down at myself and saw rivulets of water streaming down my torso from my hair. “Sorry, I was just about to dry myself when you knocked.”

      “If this is a ploy to help me make up my mind about you, you needn’t bother, I already have.” The smile and playful conversation were signs we would be okay. I stepped back and gestured for her to enter.

      “It wasn’t a ploy, but everything helps, right?” I replied, making light of the matter. Trinnie wandered into the living space, shook off the jacket that was draped over her shoulders, and folded it neatly over her arm.

      “May I sit?” she asked. Her request sounded formal and for a few seconds I doubted myself.

      “Sure. Breakfast is on the way. I’m sure you’d prefer to eat sitting down,” I said playfully.

      As she took a seat, I hitched my thumb over my shoulder. “I’ll quickly get dressed and be right back.” Leaving her as she sat down, I headed into the bedroom, pulled on some jeans and a blue button-down shirt. I left the top three buttons undone and began rolling up the sleeves to the elbows as I returned to the sitting room. A knock on the door prevented conversation between us as I let the room service attendant in with our breakfast trolley.

      When he left, I played host as I spoke.

      “About last night,” I began, but she put a hand up and stopped me.

      “I just needed a bit of time to digest what you’ve been through. It kind of hit home for me. Hearing what that bastard did to you brought back some experiences of my own. I didn’t mention to you, but Dennis, my ex, was a master manipulator as well. I still have a hard time admitting that I was sucked into a relationship like we had, so I get it.”

      “I don’t prefer men, Trinnie,” I reiterated, at pains to make her believe me.

      “To be honest with you, Levi, I didn’t know what to think for the first few seconds of that conversation with Tyler. But he smiled after he’d said it and I realized he must have read the shock on my face. It was then that it clicked he was being malicious. He wasn’t warning me off, he was trying to destroy what he figured we’re building.”

      “I don’t prefer guys,” I said again, knowing that I may have sounded like I was professing my innocence too much, but I felt better for saying it aloud, than keeping that thought in my head.

      “I believe you. We may not know each other all that well, but I remember the Levi of old. You never had a problem owning who you were. Besides, these days people are more open about being bisexual. You aren’t the kind not to own who you are. I mean, this isn’t the sixties.”

      “But I do feel ashamed. I’m ashamed I was involved with that guy.”

      “It must have been difficult for you to have such a dangerous man holding something like that over you. That stupid piece of paper stopped you from telling anyone else what happened, then being done with it.”

      “That’s it. You totally get that. I’ve owned it because I must have thought I wanted that at the time. But when I look back, the hatred I feel for that man trumps anything else. But you called it right. Being silenced about it has been the killer for me.”

      “Well, it’s out now. I’m glad you’ve been straight with me, Levi. It speaks volumes about how you see me.”

      “We’re still getting to know one another. Until you came to Charlotte, I told myself I couldn’t deal with another relationship. I hadn’t felt ready until I saw you that night in the Green Room. Even then, I couldn’t truly be the man that I am. If I’m honest, I was a little nervous, it had been a while since I’d been with anyone, and I was worried I’d have performance issues.”

      A smile curved her lips, and she shook her head. “Levi, if that was you with performance issues, I’m scared for the next time,” she teased with a laugh.

      “So, does that mean there’s going to be a next time?” I asked, sounding hopeful.

      “I imagine so,” she replied with a coy smile.

      “You’ve been imagining?” I said playfully, but inside I recognized how easy it felt to breathe, like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders.

      “You have no idea. And for the record. In college I had an experimental phase with a Lithuanian beauty called Lara.” Trinnie’s comment surprised me. There was still a small degree of concern at the back of my mind that what Tyler had said had the possibility of coming between us, but her disclosure offered a small degree of reassurance she could get past this.
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      Bodhi stayed behind with me in Chicago while everyone else left for home. Jude and Esther to New York, Korry to catch up with his siblings who were touring somewhere in Illinois. Deakon flew back to Florida to catch up with some old school buddies at a bachelor party, and Greg took a quick trip back to Ireland.

      “Are you heading back to The Keys?” I asked Trinnie.

      “Yeah. My daughter is coming for the weekend.”

      “Right,” I said, completely forgetting that she had other responsibilities. Disappointment tightened my chest because I’d been about to invite her out for the day. Jude and Esther had gone on a flying visit to New York to see his son, Bailey, but it hadn’t occurred to me Trinnie would be seeing her daughter.

      “If I asked Esther and Jude down to Key Largo with Jude’s son, do you think you’d be happy to bring Gabrielle over to my place for the day?”

      Trinnie’s eyes widened, like it was the last thing she’d expected me to say. “You want to meet her?”

      “Not in any formal sense. I just thought it would be cool to hang out for a day. Nothing wild, just a quiet day with good food and …” I trailed off not knowing how to describe what I envisioned.

      “This thing between us is still …” she began.

      “We’re friends, right?” I quickly asked. “It’s not as if I’d be meeting her as your boyfriend. I’d simply be meeting her as your old school friend.”

      “Hm,” she hummed, considering my request.

      “Does Gabrielle know Gemma well?” I asked, suddenly looking for other reasons her daughter might feel welcome.

      “She does,” she replied with a warm smile at the mention of Gemma’s name.

      “Okay, what if I invited Gemma and Leus as well?  Gabrielle and Bailey would be company for one another. He’s a fabulous kid, and if your kid is anything like her mother, she’ll be fabulous as well.”

      “Gemma and Leus would help. Gabrielle knows them both. And as you’re Gemma’s brother’s best friend …” I could see her legitimizing our relationship before she nodded. “Yeah, that would be nice.”

      “Then let’s do it.”
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      After spending the morning in Chicago, Trinnie left to fly down to Jacksonville, Florida, where her daughter attended The Bolles School. Following that, they were heading straight down to Key Largo. It was a long way for a couple of days, but Trinnie wanted her daughter to see their new home she had purchased. Meanwhile, I arranged to get the group I had mentioned to her together, and Jude was only too happy to help by bringing Bailey along.

      After Trinnie had gone, I’d felt disappointed. But I figured her leaving had been for the best since she may still have been digesting what Tyler had said. It was a relief that Tyler’s attempt to derail anything we had begun to build didn’t work.

      As Bodhi and I packed up my belongings for the flight back to The Keys, my cell phone rang. My heart missed a beat when I saw Siranne was calling again. After a few seconds of hesitancy, I reluctantly answered her call.

      “Yeah?” I said, not mentioning her name in greeting because Bodhi was within earshot.

      “Hey, Levi, how have you been?” In those few words I heard sadness and regret in her tone. A dull ache settled in my chest as a result of this.

      “Good. Fabulous, in fact,” I said, trying to recapture that upbeat feeling I’d felt after a morning with Trinnie. I wandered into the main sitting area and left Bodhi in the bedroom so I could speak privately.

      “I caught the concert last night,” she confessed.

      My heart stalled to know she’d come from New York to Chicago to see me. Suspicion took over and I wondered what her agenda was.

      “Great, I hope you had a good time,” I replied, sounding casual when my mind had flipped three steps ahead and it had already asked me whether I wanted to see her; if I thought I could deal with seeing her again?

      “I did. You sounded amazing up there … looked incredible as well.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. The tone in her voice was playful, flirty in fact. I knew better than to ask what she wanted, so I kept quiet until the pause in our conversation became too much for her.

      “I tried to get backstage to see you after the gig, but Mikey said you’d left the venue already. I wasn’t sure if he was spinning me a line or—”

      “No. He wasn’t lying, Siranne,” I replied, tiredly. “We left early.”

      “We?” she asked, with more alarm than curiosity in her tone.

      “Yeah, I’m kind of seeing someone,” I admitted, unsure of labeling what Trinnie and I were.

      “Kind of? Since when? It can’t be serious if you are only sort of seeing her.” Although Siranne had tried to keep her voice light when she said this, she hadn’t fooled me. She was pissed.

      “Siranne, you don’t get to ask those questions of me, anymore. You’re a married woman now, remember?” I snapped.

      “Not for long. I left him. We’re getting a divorce. I know for sure now that Malcolm was a rebound.”

      “But a rebound from whom?” I probed. A pause in the conversation made me aware of the side-to-side movement my head made as I tried to ease the sudden tension in my neck. “What are you hoping to achieve with this, Siranne? You left me for that guy. What about the poor dude you left for me? Baby, it seems to me you’re never going to be happy with one man,” I replied, deadpan.

      “That’s not true. People can change,” she remarked, indignantly. “Have you ever realized you fucked up so badly, you’d do anything for a do-over?” she asked in a pleading tone.

      “More than once,” I replied. My mind instantly went to Tyler, Keela and yes, even with Siranne.  “But I guess it’s called experience,” I added wisely.

      “I’ve been thinking about you a lot,” she confessed.

      At one time I would have traded anything to hear her say this. But instead of a warm feeling, fury brewed in my gut.

      “Come on, Levi,” she pleaded in the same tone that would normally have seen me cave to some whim or another she had. It was enough of an affectionate memory to make my betraying heart skip a beat.

      “Come on, where? I don’t know what you expect me to say to that,” I admitted. Every negative feeling I’d had about time we spent together swirled around in my head, yet they appeared to have bypassed my heart. Warmer memories began to emerge reminding me of some genuinely great times we’d had together.

      As affectionate feelings I’d tried to supress rose to the surface, an image of Trinnie’s gorgeous face flashed in my mind.

      Another memory fought its way up, one where I felt dismally depressed at the outset of my painful journey through rehab. It gave me the strength to admit that I had no wish to revisit the see-saw emotional haze I’d felt was a constant during my relationship with Siranne.

      “Let’s not play games. What do you expect to happen after this conversation?” I demanded.

      “To see you … to have the chance to sit down and talk things through,” she said in a quiet, pleading tone.

      “Things? What things? Didn’t we do that several times, already? What good did that do before? You married someone else, remember?” I was surprised at how hurt I sounded

      “I know, and I’m paying for that now,” she replied quietly.

      Trinnie ran through my mind, and I recognized how different the two women were. “What happened with your husband? Wouldn’t he let you have your own way?” I snapped, pissed that she would choose now to contact me. I enjoyed Trinnie’s company and she had begun to mean something to me.

      “I’m going to be in Florida next week,” she said. “Going to Miami and Marathon for a few days and … I was wondering if I could swing by your place?”

      “No.” I channeled the pain I felt when I found out she’d left me and silently shook my head.

      “I’ve got visitors next week.”

      “Do I mean so little to you that you can’t make a couple of hours for me?”

      “Siranne, my world stopped revolving around you when you dropped me like a hot potato.”

      “I did not. You were the one that gave me an ultimatum where other guys were concerned.”

      “So … here we are,” I said flatly. “My position on that won’t change. I’m not into sharing or having different sexual partners anymore.”

      “Me too,” she agreed. “Isn’t it sad that it’s taken all that we’ve been through for me to realize you’re the one I want? I don’t know, perhaps I had to go through that phase to grow up and realize what we had … what we could be in the future.”

      “What we had didn’t make me happy. There is no future for us,” I stated clearly.

      “Don’t say that. I wasn’t happy either. Maybe it was because you’d pushed that lifestyle on me that I felt hell bent on living up to it. You fucked other people, so I felt compelled to do the same. I know now, that wasn’t the real me,” I said.

      I scoffed. “Compelled,” I repeated. Hearing her blame me for her promiscuity, left me speechless. But her words still made me question myself. I had to admit what she said was a possibility because of how fucked up I’d been before rehab. However, deep down, I recognized how willing I’d been in the past to make excuses for her.

      “Look, I’m leaving to go back to Florida right now, so I need to run. I’m not going to give you an answer right now. Let me process for a few days and I’ll get back to you,” I said, thinking of anything that would help me conclude the call. “If you’re that keen to see me, you’ll respect that I need time to figure out how I feel about this.”

      “Right,” she said, sounding relieved. Even though I believed I was doing the right thing, the dejection in her tone made my heart heavy.

      When another long pause stretched the conversation, I had no choice but to conclude the call.

      “Okay, I won’t leave you hanging. I’ll make sure to let you know one way or another what I decide. Thanks for calling, Siranne, but I really need to get going,” I said. “We’ll speak again soon.” I closed out the call before she’d had a chance to reply and powered down my cell phone. Eyeing the nearest seat, I slumped my ass down onto the couch of the hotel suite I was about to vacate.

      “All set?” Bodhi asked, wandering out of the bedroom with the two pieces of luggage I’d brought in his hands. When I didn’t answer, he dropped the bags and stalked over toward me. “What’s wrong? Aren’t you feeling well?” he asked. His studious gaze raked over my face in concern.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry, I’m fine. I just received a call from the last person on Earth I figured I’d hear from again.”

      “Keela?” Bodhi asked, guessing with wide eyes.

      “Siranne,” I replied, as I slowly made my way to my feet.

      “Fuck, no,” Bodhi cussed, instantly angry. “Don’t you dare go there,” he ordered.

      I shrugged. “I’m not. Not yet at any rate,” I said, wandering over to my bags and picking them up.

      “You need to think hard about what you’re doing,” Bodhi warned me as he removed my bags from my hands. “Trinnie’s a lovely girl. I’d hate for that bitch Siranne to get her claws into you again and mess with your head. Trinnie makes you happy. You look giddy when she’s around,” he remarked.

      “I’ll be honest, this thing with her is my only hesitation. If it wasn’t for Trinnie, I don’t think I’d have the strength not to see Siranne. She’s getting divorced … and she wants me back,” I informed him.

      “Until the next time she doesn’t want you,” Bodhi remarked.

      Although he was our number one bodyguard, Bodhi was talking to me as my friend. He’d never pulled any punches when it came to his feelings about my ex-girlfriend. He despised her. “You might think this is none of my business, but I’m making it mine. You almost died recently because that bitch got under your skin with a simple phone call. Siranne will never make you happy. If you let her, that woman will destroy all the hard work you put into reinventing yourself.”

      I eyed my friend and protector warily. But since I’d ended the call, an ache in my chest had grown steadily at the loss of her voice. “You know what, Bodhi? Have you ever been in love?” I didn’t wait for an answer.

      “I don’t think you get to choose who to love. The heart decides that all on its own. Let me tell you, love might not always make you happy, or make you feel like you have wings and can fly.” A sigh of desperation left my lungs as I tried to explain. “With Siranne … it’s complicated. But believe me when I say I am trying with every bone in my body not to love her.”

      Bodhi made his way to the door, dropped one of the suitcases he had in his hand to open it, and shrugged his shoulders. “Then you’re not trying hard enough, Levi. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll change your phone number. Block the bitch and focus on your relationship with Trinnie. She’s a real lady … and she’s good for you. The last thing she needs is someone who won’t commit one way or another or a man who fucks her about.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I strode past him out of the door, his words echoing pointedly in my ears. Despite fresh feelings of hurt and loss predominantly clouding my thoughts, I hated to admit it, but I knew my buddy was right. Bodhi picked the bag up again and let the suite door close behind him.

      As we stepped into the elevator to leave Chicago that day, “What about Us” by P!nk played softly through the sound system. I sighed. What about me?

      I wondered if anything in my personal life would ever run smoothly. Am I destined to be one of those people that is constantly plagued by something that stops me feeling at peace with the world?
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      “You’re ordering takeout for dinner. I’m not running after everyone all day,” Sadie snarked at me as I came downstairs to greet Jude, Esther and Bailey at my front door. “A little notice wouldn’t have been a bad thing either,” she added, banging the kitchen cabinets as she pulled glasses out and laid them on the countertop.

      “Nice to see some things don’t change,” Jude remarked sarcastically as he entered the house. He flashed a patronizing grin toward my scowling housekeeper. Sadie tossed her eyes to her hairline and shrugged her shoulders before two more cabinet doors got slammed shut.

      Jude stepped forward and we had our usual man-hug before Bailey tugged at the bottom of my board shorts to make himself known.

      “Wow, look at you!” I said, sidestepping from Jude to crouch beside his son. “I swear you get bigger every time I see you,” I said.

      “That’s because I do,” he replied, like the smart five-year-old he was. “Of course, that was a stupid comment I made,” I agreed, and Bailey gave me a smug little smile.

      “Are you still hugging at your age, because if so, your Uncle Levi could do with one,” I asked, giving him a wary look.

      He looked as if he was considering this for a moment, even though his body leaned toward me already committing to the gesture. “Okay, but I am getting a bit big for hugs now,” he added, like he was reasoning with himself.

      “Never too old for hugs, bud,” Jude told him immediately. “You see Levi and I hugging, me and Esther?” he asked.

      Bailey nodded. “Yeah, but you and Esther are always hugging and k.i.s.s.i.n.g.”

      “Great job on the spelling, buddy,” his father praised with a grin as he ruffled his hair. “That’s because we’re boyfriend and girlfriend,” Jude told his son without hesitation.

      “Yuck,” Bailey replied, and stuck his tongue out in disgust. He looked so cute with his nose all scrunched up. We all laughed.

      “Bailey, do you want a popsicle?” Sadie suddenly asked, and I realized she’d stayed and hovered in the background.

      “Depends on the flavor. Mom says I’m real fussy about my candy and treats,” Bailey grumbled like he was doing Sadie a favor by accepting anything. However, he glanced curiously toward the fridge where the popsicles were stored.

      Instead of giving Bailey a snarky come back, Sadie nodded in the direction of the open freezer. “Come look for yourself. You’re in luck. Levi always has plenty of different treats in here. Have you tried these watermelon ones?” she asked, holding out the red and green wrapper for him to look at.

      Bailey’s eyes widened and he immediately left me and rounded the kitchen counter to her side. At that moment the gate buzzer sounded.

      “You never said you were expecting anyone else,” Sadie grumbled with narrowed eyes, already pissed at the potential of more people to clean up after.

      “No one informed me I needed your permission to have people over to my house, Sadie. But yeah, Gemma and Leus. Oh, and then there’s Trinnie, the hot woman in the bikini you met a while back.”

      My housekeeper pinched her lips like she was more pissed at the mention of Trinnie’s name than at any other time since I’d known her.

      “So, what? You’re dating her now?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business,” I said, buzzing the gate open myself because Sadie had neglected to take care of it. “But yes … we have been on a few dates. It’s still a casual thing right now. But I invited her and her daughter to spend the day with us all.”

      “Don’t start pulling rank on me,” she warned as she swiped my hand away from what she considered her buzzer since she was the one who usually dealt with visitors. Turning away, she pasted on an instant smile as she unwrapped the popsicle and handed it to Bailey.

      The girl gave me a headache from the way she argued her points all the time. The doorbell buzzed. Sadie slowly dropped the wrapper in the pedal trash can, let the lid go with a clunk when she took her foot off, and walked exceptionally slow toward the door.

      “Sort your act out, or we’ll be having words, Sadie,” I warned with a hint of irritation in my tone.

      “Fuck you, how’s that for words?” she retorted. Her step faltered and she turned to look at Jude. “Sorry,” she said with eyes that flashed her remorse for cussing when she took in his son. “He doesn’t bring out the best in me,” she added, nodding toward me like I was the one at fault.

      As soon as Sadie was out of earshot Esther shook her head. “That girl’s attitude is beyond contempt.”

      “It is, but she’s a great housemate otherwise,” I replied, chuckling despite how annoyed I got with her at times.

      “Don’t you mean housekeeper?” Jude corrected.

      “Nah, she sucks as a housekeeper. But she’s a great housemate. I mean, she cleans up after me and she’s a great cook. The rest I can tolerate to have a house that runs smoothly most of the time that I’m here on my own.”

      “Hey, everyone,” Trinnie announced as she breezed into the room, her daughter trailing behind her with her hand in her mom’s. My eyes connected with Trinnie’s and my heart skipped a beat. As my heart rate regulated itself, I allowed my gaze to slide from her to her daughter. I realized quickly that Gabrielle was shy when she stole a glance at me from behind her mom.

      “Hi. There you are,” I said moving forward. I slid my hand around Trinnie’s waist and felt her stiffen, then remembered her daughter had no idea we had been more than friends. I pressed a kiss to both her cheeks in a casual greeting and swallowed back a groan because she smelled delicious. Feeling her soft skin on my lips warned me our brief contact wasn’t nearly enough.

      Although things had been somewhat strained between us in Chicago, we both knew that Tyler had been to blame. Since we’d made it all good afterward, I believed what he’d said could only come between us, if either of us let him.

      By the end of that trip to see me, she’d left me hoping that it hadn’t mattered what Tyler had told her, but after Siranne’s phone call, it had left me wondering if I had unfinished business with them both.

      “This is my gorgeous daughter, Gabrielle,” Trinnie said, proudly. “Gabrielle, this is my old school friend, Levi. Levi and Gemma’s big brother, Jude, are best friends.

      “I know you. You’re a singer,” she stated, flatly. “I’ve seen you on TV. My mom told Gemma she thought you were super-hot,” Gabrielle admitted as her eyes rolled back in her head like it embarrassed her to say this. I glanced warily up at Trinnie and saw her daughter’s comment had pulled an instant frown on her face, and a wide grin on Jude’s.

      “Did she now?” I asked playfully as I tried to bite back the grin that threatened. My heart rate sped up a little to know that she’d been talking about me to Gemma.

      “Yeah, she said you had chemistry together. Was that at school? Were you two science lab partners or something?”

      Jude choked on a laugh and Esther hid her grin behind a hand as I drew in a breath and wondered how to respond.

      “Bailey’s having a popsicle, Gabrielle. Would you like one?” Sadie asked, distracting her. For once I was impressed by the timing of my housekeeper’s rudeness. Gabrielle looked toward Trinnie for permission and when Trinnie nodded, Gabrielle politely wandered over to Sadie. “Yes, please. I’d love one, thank you. It’s so hot outside today,” she said, sounding older than her years.

      I took the time to watch how elegantly the young girl moved, and noted that the resemblance between her and Trinnie was striking.

      “Would you kids help me to put some platters out on the patio table?” Sadie asked. I recognized that Sadie was making time for me to greet Trinnie properly without Gabrielle’s attention.

      As the children followed her out to the patio, I quickly turned my focus on Trinnie again. “You look beautiful,” I praised, before I pulled her in for a hug and brushed my lips against hers. Trinnie’s face immediately pinked, and I smiled. “I missed you,” I whispered in her ear. Her soft, warm body shivered beneath my hands.

      “Let’s take this outside and the kids can get in the pool when they’re ready,” Jude said, turning with Esther and leaving us alone by the kitchen island. The gate buzzer went again before he could do so, and Jude walked over to the intercom. “It’s Gemma and Leus,” he informed us buzzing her into the driveway. “We’ll see you both outside.”

      Knowing we had the briefest of moments alone, I brushed her hair from her face and held her head in my hands. “I can see my main challenge today will be stealing moments alone with you.”

      “Indeed. Pity though,” she replied wistfully.

      “Oh, don’t worry, creative is my middle name,” I informed her playfully as I wagged my brows.

      “Is that so?” she probed back with lust in her eyes and a teasing smile on her face.

      “If you keep looking at me like that, my creative juices will begin to overflow,” I warned as my hands slid from her hair and down her back.

      “Mine already are,” she shot back as quick as a flash.

      My eyes widened. “Are you wet for me already?” I teased, but before she could reply, Gemma rang the doorbell. A groan of frustration tore from my lips as I dropped my forehead to hers. Disappointment clouded her gorgeous eyes. “Shit. Timing is going to be everything today,” I muttered as I reluctantly let her go and went to buzz Gemma and Leus in.
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      Much as I had suspected, Gabrielle and Bailey hit it off. Jude’s kid had the sunniest personality. He had been brought up to be kind and caring of others, but his parents had preserved all the roguish charm within him that his father had.

      People of all ages loved Bailey, and I figured there weren’t many little ones that wouldn’t be beguiled by his cute, funny disposition.

      It had only taken minutes for Gabrielle to forget her shyness in my company. I used an indirect approach to her that let her enjoy being around me and she soon forgot herself as she shrieked with laughter at my comical antics with Bailey.

      Sadie uncharacteristically appeared in a bathing suit and joined the kids in the water. I learned a lot that day about her, namely that she loved kids. I wondered if that was due to her trusting their motives more than she did with adults.

      With the kids being entertained and watched over by my housekeeper, the day was very relaxed. Everyone sat around talking music, current affairs and sharing our unguarded opinions about life for a change.

      By evening, we knew a little bit more about one another, and ate delicious takeout food—just as Sadie had predicted. In my view, there had been no strained conversations and the day had gone better than I’d expected.

      Throughout the day, there had been more than a few stolen glances, small bodily contacts and a few too-short kisses between Trinnie and me. They left me frustrated and dissatisfied at not being able to claim her as mine in front of her daughter.

      Seeing Trinnie with her daughter, and Jude and Esther with Bailey, it made me realize what I was missing. I’d already accepted that Trinnie and her daughter came as a package in principle when I’d stepped over the platonic line with her.

      However, watching her with her daughter, I saw the practical side of Trinnie in her role as a mom. The responsibility for another little human being might at one time have been off-putting to me, but instead of feeling entrapped by that type of obligation, I’d felt somewhat marginalized in their relationship by not being able to be more involved.

      For a while during the day, my face ached from smiling, and my soul felt calm. But as the day wore on, I became increasingly aware of a tight feeling in my chest. Eventually, I realized what I had with Trinnie wasn’t nearly enough.

      Despite Gabrielle’s shyness with strangers, she tried to get to know me. Being a stranger to her, I had sat back and allowed her to find her feet, and this had made her naturally curious about me. It surprised me when she chose to sit next to me at several intervals during the day, even if there had been little conversation flowing between us.

      I had always been last to force a friendship, preferring to let others decide whether they wanted to know me. Once I’d noticed how shy Gabrielle was, I’d figured that getting to know her would require patience. Having Sadie live with me, had given me an abundance of that quality. During Sadie’s time with me, she had taught me the gradual process of gaining someone’s trust.

      Since I’d met up with Trinnie that first day on the beach, our relationship had progressed along in a slow, non-committal way. But I admit my feelings had deepened since then. Now, having witnessed her relationship with her daughter, I understood that she had balanced this with a need to protect her heart for the sake of her daughter.

      Without my commitment, Trinnie was right to guard her daughter from getting to know someone who, perhaps in her view, could quickly become an integral part of their lives, but who could disappear at a moment’s notice.

      Recognizing what I wanted, when Trinnie excused herself to go to the restroom, I took the opportunity to follow her.

      “Come here,” I said, stepping into the bathroom behind her and quickly locking the door. My hands flew to her hair as I grabbed her head and pulled her in for a kiss. Previously when I’d kissed a girl, it was during the throes of passion, but with her I found myself wanting to take my time, to treasure the moment of intimacy before our passion took over.

      “We should find time to talk,” I stated when I broke the kiss between us.

      A frown creased her brow and I smoothed it out with my fingertip. “Why the frown? It’s all good. I only want to tell you how amazing I think you are.” As her expression relaxed a small smile began to appear.

      “Mom are you in there?” Gabrielle asked as she knocked on the door. I sighed and dropped my forehead to Trinnie’s. Our eyes searched one another’s before she pulled away and turned on the faucet.

      “Yes, baby, I won’t be long,” Trinnie replied, sounding decidedly upbeat and calm while my chest heaved in frustrated breaths.

      “Can I come in?” she asked, knocking again. My eyes darted to the closed door, but Trinnie looked composed, turned off the faucet and flashed me a smile.

      “Sure,” she said without hesitation and unlocked the door.

      Gabrielle pushed the door open and stopped dead when she saw me standing there. My eyes flicked from hers to Trinnie who had turned to face the mirror and was pretending to examine an eye.

      “You’re a genius, Levi, I think it’s gone now,” she mumbled before turning to look at her daughter. “I had a stray eyelash. Levi helped me to get it out.”

      I should have been wary about how easy a lie had fallen from Trinnie’s mouth. However, on this occasion, I was deeply impressed by her ingenious scenario to save us from having to explain why we were locked in the bathroom in the first place.

      Gabrielle smiled, not picking up on the point the bathroom door had been locked and slid her hand into her mom’s. “That was good. Thank you for helping my mom, Levi,” she said innocently.

      “Anytime,” I replied, smiling as I fell into line with the little white lie.

      “Can we go home now? I’m tired,” Gabrielle asked.

      Trinnie checked the time on her wristwatch. “Gosh, it’s after 11:00 p.m. Gabrielle has a strict bedtime routine at school of 8:30. She’s always flat out at home by 9:00.”

      I’d wanted to protest, to offer them a room at my place to sleep, but as we were ‘just friends’ as far as her daughter knew, I had no option but to let them leave.

      “I’ve hired a private charter to fly up to Melbourne tomorrow,” she told me. “I have some business to take care of up there that makes the expense worthwhile, and Gabrielle is spending the rest of Sunday with her dad before she heads back to school.”

      “Right. I’m sure it’ll be nice to spend time with him,” I said, addressing her daughter. Gabrielle rolled her eyes to her hairline like she relished that thought with as much gusto as a trip to the principal’s office.

      “I’ll be dragged around the zoo in the late afternoon heat, no doubt,” she muttered, sounding bored at the thought.

      “Exciting,” I replied, ignoring her tone, which implied I knew nothing about her dad.

      “Right,” she muttered sarcastically. She didn’t argue or expand on her statement, so I let it slide.

      “Let’s get you home then.” Trinnie sounded resigned as she guided her daughter out of the bathroom by placing a hand on her back. At the same time, she sent me a silent apology with her eyes and her downturned mouth.

      “When do you get back from Melbourne?” I asked as casually as I could.

      “Day after tomorrow, in the evening,” she replied with a smile. “I’ll text you when I’m on my way,” she mouthed. Gabrielle had obviously gathered up their belongings while Trinnie had gone to the bathroom and had placed their bag in the kitchen area, ready to leave. “Got everything?” she asked her daughter, gesturing toward the jute bag on the floor before picking it up.

      “Yep, all packed,” Gabrielle said. Trinnie pulled out her cell and fired off a text message.

      “Thank you for having me over. I had fun,” her daughter said, turning toward me with perfect manners.

      “It was my pleasure,” I replied. “You and your mom are welcome here anytime,” I replied with a small smile.

      “I like Bailey, he’s a funny boy,” she remarked as Trinnie opened the front door to leave.

      “Wait, how are you getting home?” I asked, suddenly thinking straight.

      “We rode here in an Uber because I knew I wouldn’t refuse alcohol.” She chuckled. “I’ve just messaged the same guy to take us home. He lives less than five minutes away.”

      “Then I’ll walk you to the gates,” I insisted, unwilling to allow them to stand on the street to wait for their ride. I grabbed the remote fob from a bowl on the console table in the hallway and stepped outside after them.

      As we walked down the drive, Trinnie had Gabrielle tucked into her side with Gabrielle’s arm wrapped around her waist. I grabbed the back of Trinnie’s neck without her daughter being aware, and I pressed a kiss to her temple. “Call me the minute you get back,” I whispered into Trinnie’s ear.

      Trinnie glanced up at me and smiled before she mouthed, “You bet I will.”

      Having my large house full of my favorite people felt familiar in a way. It felt much like the many heart-warming, casual family occasions I’d experienced at Jude’s parents’ place. Most importantly, I felt we could all be ourselves. It was a feeling I realized I’d missed growing up with my father. Recognizing this made my chest ache a little and reminded me that there had been times when I’d envied Jude with his perfect family.

      My own family life had never been the happiest to begin with. As a child, I hadn’t been that aware of this until I’d learned about the tragic death of my mother.

      Then, my father ripped me out of my family home and moved us to Florida at a moment’s notice. From the day we’d arrived, I had to learn to fend for myself. Living in a strange place as a young boy, with a frequently absent father who became involved with a series of women was no joke. Life with my father was filled with a catalog of infidelities, secrets and lies.
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      “Thank God for that, I thought they’d never leave,” Sadie said as the gates closed after Jude’s car drove out of the driveway. He, Esther and Bailey were the last to leave the following morning. “Look at the state of the place, you’re all animals,” she blurted as she waved her arms around the great room.

      I’ll admit it was a mess, but no one had gotten drunk and deliberately trashed it or anything.

      After Trinnie and her daughter left, Bailey went to bed and Sadie went back to the pool house. The rest of us played cards. As we’d eaten early with the kids, and the adults drank quite a bit, we became hungry again. No one wanted anything from the pile of leftover takeout food, so I’d made loaded nachos, popcorn and chips. Much of the leftover nachos had ended up on the floor and a chair thanks to a stray elbow of Gemma’s.

      “The room only needs a vacuuming,” I suggested.

      “My ass, it only needs a vacuum,” Sadie mocked. “What about the guacamole stuck to that chair? It’s like living in a half-way house sometimes,” she admonished. Bending at the waist, she began raking around the lower kitchen cabinets containing the cleaning products.

      “Look after you clean up, I’m sending you to the mall this afternoon to get yourself some new clothes. It’s been a while since I spoiled you.”

      “I have my own money,” she snapped indignantly, and gave me a glare as if to say she couldn’t be bought off.

      “I didn’t say you don’t. But can’t your boss appreciate you now and again?” I inquired.

      “It’ll cost you,” she warned, sounding more mellow. “I’d want a mani-pedi … and maybe a nice new haircut.”

      Reaching into my wallet, I took out my black Amex. “Here, make the appointments and do this some damage. It’s time you had a break … after you clean the shit off that chair of course. In fact, book into a spa for a night and research the attitude of the attendants there. You might learn something.”

      “Cheeky asshole,” she muttered, but I saw the grin on her face as she ducked her head back into the cupboard again.

      As Sadie got into cleaning mode, I debated going for a swim in the ocean, but decided to climb back into bed for a couple of hours instead.
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      My cell phone vibrated on the nightstand at the same time as the gate buzzer sounded again and again.

      “What the fuck,” I grumbled to myself as I cracked open an eye and glanced at the time. For a moment I let my mind catch up that it was dark and 8:30 p.m. I’d slept for the better part of the afternoon and into the evening.

      Slinking out of bed, I crawled, half-awake on my knees to the intercom at my bedroom door to answer the gate buzzer. As I lifted the handset to speak, I saw my vibrating cell phone dance its way off the back of the nightstand.

      “Hello?” I croaked, my mind still catching up with the morning’s events and remembering I’d sent Sadie off for the day.

      “Levi, it’s me. Open the gates.”

      Fuck. My heart stopped for a beat … maybe two, as I digested that it was Siranne. I had taken Bodhi’s advice and had deliberately not called her back. I commiserated that this had been a bad move since she had turned up at my door. There was very little to do in Marathon where she said she’d be visiting, and I felt I had no excuse not to let her in.

      “What do you want, Siranne?” I asked, abruptly. It was a stupid question because she clearly wanted to see me.

      “Are you going to let me in or are we going to talk through this contraption?” she clipped, clearly pissed that I probably hadn’t sounded pleased to see her.

      Feeling like there wasn’t a choice, I hit the gate release and padded back toward my bed. Sitting heavily on the mattress, I ran both hands through my hair as I tried to figure out how to deal with the situation and get rid of her.

      I must have taken longer in my deliberations than I thought because the doorbell rang. I silently thanked Sadie, who’d had the presence of mind to bolt the door when she went out, knowing I was upstairs asleep.

      Grabbing some jeans and a clean T-shirt, I quickly dressed and made my way down the stairs.

      When I opened the door, I hated how great Siranne looked as she stood in front of me. She flew into a tirade of abuse because I hadn’t called her before she brushed past me and entered the hallway. Her familiar perfume hung in the air as she did.

      “Good God, Levi, must you always look so alluring?” she asked as she turned and invaded my personal space. She patted my chest with her manicured fingers and her touch felt electric, just like it always had.

      “I don’t remember inviting you here, Siranne,” I said sharply, after grabbing her arm by the wrist.

      “Oh, come on, Levi. Let’s not act like strangers. I’ve licked every inch of your delicious body when I lived in this house, you’ll recall.”

      “Lived being the operative word. Lived as in past tense.”

      “You promised to call, and you didn’t.” She pouted her lips as she pulled her hand back and wrapped the fingers of her other hand around the wrist I’d been holding.

      “Why are you here?” I probed, ignoring her.

      Siranne shrugged off her jacket, placed a finger in the hanging loop and slung it over her shoulder. “Aren’t you going to offer a girl a drink?”

      I sighed because it was no use staying in the hallway. It wasn’t as if she would leave anytime soon. “Coffee? You drove here, right?” I asked, walking ahead of her into my kitchen and rounding the kitchen counter.

      From my peripheral vision, I saw her slide into the stool she’d always preferred on the breakfast island side. A memory of her sitting in a satin negligee, her tits all but on display, flashed through my mind. I shook it away when she spoke.

      “No, I took an Uber.” Distracted, I wondered if it was the same Uber guy that Trinnie used. The thought that the driver might mention Siranne to Trinnie made me sick.

      Would Trinnie think I’d invited my old flame here?

      As I made a fresh pot of coffee, I avoided eye contact with her until she slapped her hand hard on the granite countertop.

      “I’m starving. Do you have anything good to eat?” she asked, getting up, opening my fridge door, and eyeing the contents.

      “Not unless you want to take Jude’s leftovers from yesterday with you, when you leave.”

      She banged the door closed and slid back onto the stool. “Look at me, damn it,” she ordered angrily. I continued my deliberate action of making the coffee and glanced briefly in her direction. “Have you really forgotten what we had together?”

      “No, but I’m trying. But I do remember it wasn’t all good,” I added.

      “That’s fair,” she agreed. “But who knows how good we could be in—”

      “If you’re here to tell me you want me back, that’s not going to happen,” I said, cutting her off. I surprised myself by how definite my delivery of that statement was, yet a wave of depression made my heart clench with the honesty of those words.

      “I’m getting a divorce,” she stated, like that should make any difference.

      “So you said. Good luck,” I replied nonchalantly. I placed two mugs on the counter and poured out our coffees.

      “Fuck you, Levi Milligan. You think you can kid me that there aren’t still feelings for me inside that bleeding heart of yours?”

      I slammed the metal coffee pot down on the counter and stared her square in her eyes.

      “Yes, Siranne, there are plenty of feelings in here,” I said, slapping a palm over the center of my pecs. Mostly, they’re fucked up ones, if you want specifics.” My hand left the coffee pot as I let my index finger gesture between us. “We … as in you and me, are over. Over,” I said, swiping a horizontal line between us again with the same finger.

      “Is that so?” she mumbled, like she didn’t believe me. Her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized mine. “I know you. You still care. You still love me.”

      “Not as much as I used to,” I replied, unwilling to lie. “And I love you a little bit less every day,” I added in another cutting remark. “But go ahead, Siranne. Keep pulling these stunts, because every one helps me to get there.”

      Even though I knew there was some truth in her statement about my feelings, I dug deep, determined to fight for what Trinnie and I were building.

      Jumping down from her stool, she grabbed both sides of her tight, white cotton blouse and ripped it apart. Tiny pearl buttons bounced and scattered across the kitchen counter and floor. Discarding it completely, she dropped it at her feet and rounded the counter with her most seductive expression that had usually made me weak.

      “Remember how explosive we are in bed? Remember how wet you make me?” she asked, her voice dropping an octave for maximum erotic effect. My dick twitched in betrayal of my brain, but there was no internal war going on in my reasoning.

      “I hope you have another top in that oversized purse of yours down there,” I said, nodding toward the floor where I guessed she’d dumped it. “Forget the coffee, Siranne. This ‘Bunny Boiler’ routine isn’t working. I need you to leave. I already told you I’m with someone else now.

      “A for effort at playing hard to get,” Siranne mocked. “We’ll never be done.”

      “Believe me, you and I are over. Despite what skills you think you can reel me back in with, I’m extremely happy with what I have now with my new girl, and I’m not going back.”

      “Don’t tell me, she’s twenty-one and looks like she fell straight out of Hugh Hefner’s stall.”

      “Actually, she’s an old school friend. Successful in her own right too. Beautiful, smart, and most importantly, she’s great in bed and she doesn’t play games.”

      “Sounds like you’ll be bored in a couple of months.”

      “Not likely,” I argued when a memory of Trinnie’s quick wit came to mind. “But that’s all you’re getting. The rest of my relationship with her is private.”

      “Until you start sleeping around. I’d be happy to hook up with your open arrangement, if that’s where I need to start again.”

      I grabbed her untouched coffee and poured it down the sink. “Out,” I barked. “Let me call you a ride.”

      “You’d really shove me out in the street in my bra?”

      With the anger she had brought out in me, I’d have been happy to shove her off a cliff at that moment. However, I swallowed my rage down and figured she needed a T-shirt to wear.

      “Wait here. I’ll get you a T- shirt.”

      Leaving her in the kitchen, I took the stairs two and three at a time, vaguely hearing her opening and closing my kitchen cabinets. Grabbing the first T- shirt that came to hand, I bolted back downstairs.

      “Here,” I said, shoving the old cotton top into her hands. For a long moment she stared at me, and when she saw I was serious she began to pull it on. Meanwhile, I took out my cell phone and rang the car company I used. “Hi, it’s Levi. Can you send someone over now?”

      After the car dispatcher told me someone was on the way, I rounded the counter again, grabbed Siranne’s bag off the floor, her jacket off the stool and guided her firmly by her elbow toward my front door.

      “A car will be here in a few minutes. He’ll take you anywhere you want to go—as long as it’s away from here. Hell, he’ll take you back to New York, if the only reason you came here was for me.”

      Siranne began to protest and struggled out of my arm, rubbing hers like I’d hurt her. I knew I hadn’t. But knowing she had a flare for the dramatics, I felt I should cover my ass.

      “Remember there are cameras on this property, before you go making up stories,” I said sternly. I opened the front door, gestured her outside and stepped out myself. My hallway, porch and all the areas of the driveway had CCTV coverage, so I figured it was safe to wait out there with her.

      “This is the last time I’m coming for you, Levi. Let’s hope you don’t live to regret your decision.”

      “Oh, I won’t,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage.

      Her jaw dropped when my response pissed her off. True to character, Siranne took a swipe at me. Fortunately, my years of dodging the keenest of amorous fans had sharpened my reflexes, and I was able to duck at the precise moment it would have impacted. As I did this, I saw the lights of a car’s headlamps scan across us as her ride arrived.

      Being aware of a witness to her unruly behavior, Siranne schooled her face and sauntered casually toward the gates in her heels. “Bye, Levi. See you next time you’re in New York,” she called out as she climbed into the back of the waiting vehicle. The driver saluted me and the tune playing softly on his radio, “I’m Never Getting Over You” by Go West wasn’t lost on me as he closed the door behind her.

      “Fuck you, bitch,” I called over my shoulder as the gates closed and I flipped her the bird, and caught sight of the car’s rear lights as they disappeared around a corner.
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      Levi

      Trinnie: My flight gets back at 3:30 p.m.

      Me: Come straight here. Take out, wine and the place to ourselves.

      “Who is that?” my nosey housekeeper asked.

      “Trinnie,” I replied. “She’s coming over when she gets back from Melbourne.”

      “Which is the real reason you’ve been so nice to me,” she replied. She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “I’m worried about this one,” she disclosed.

      “Worried? Why?” I asked.

      “I see how your eyes light up and you get that certain longing look on your face when she texts. Plus, you keep mentioning her … like you need to just say her name. It makes you go all googly eyed.”

      “I do not.” My chest tightened in protest, knowing she was probably right.

      “Yes, you do. This one has gotten under your skin,” she warned. “What happened to the fuck ‘em and leave ‘em guy you were when I met you? You can’t blame this change in behavior toward a woman on rehab forever.”

      “We’re taking things slowly,” I protested again.

      “Bullshit, she’s not remotely like any of the others. I like her kid, she’s sweet. But I bet she’ll be a handful when she’s older.”

      “Is that the best you can come up with to turn me against Trinnie?” I asked, chuckling because I knew she got tetchy about the women I got close to.

      “If I’m honest, I don’t think there’s much chance of that. Like I said, she’s not like the others. Hell, even though I don’t want to like her, I do. She has a strong character. That woman won’t take your shit like the others did. Take Siranne for example, if she’d stayed monogamous like Keela, and let you screw yourself silly with all those other girls, I figure she’d still be here.”

      The banter between us stopped the moment she mentioned Siranne’s name. I hadn’t mentioned that she’d been here the day before. I was still processing this thought when Sadie picked up one of the pearl buttons that had flown off Siranne’s blouse. I thought I’d scooped them all up with the vacuum, but a stray one had gotten lodged in one of the holes in the sink drain.

      “Where did this come from?” she asked, pointedly with suspicious eyes as she inspected it between her fingers. “I don’t remember seeing anyone with buttons like these the other day,” she added.

      “A button?” I asked, pretending to be as intrigued as she was. “No idea,” I replied nonchalantly. Being aware that it never took Sadie long to get the measure of me, I stood and wandered over to the patio doors.

      “Do you think I should have the pool redesigned? I’m thinking I should add a spa bath at this end,” I asked, quickly changing the subject to take her mind off the button.
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      Siranne’s visit had kept me awake for most of the night. Each time I considered the possibility that she regretted how we’d ended, my heart ached at what we’d lost. It had helped that I now had Trinnie, and that I’d almost let Siranne destroy me with her phone call after the TV interview.

      The thought of how I’d sent her packing in the dark like that, made me nauseous. But she was threatening what I had with Trinnie, and I would be damned if I’d let her do that.

      Trinnie made me happy. My head told me I was falling for her, but at the same time, seeing Siranne had brought guilt that there could still be some unresolved feelings about her. Siranne had played a significant part in my life and with bonds like that, feelings didn’t just dissipate.

      No matter what Siranne and I had been, after the way she turned up full of expectations about us, there was no risk of me wanting her back. The last thing I needed was the fallout from Siranne to fuck with my future or to hurt Trinnie.

      “Hello. Where did you go?” Sadie stood with a washcloth in her hand as she stared at me from the card table by the couch. “Did you hear anything I was saying?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, I was thinking,” I explained.

      “From the look on your face those thoughts were painful,” she shot back. She wasn’t wrong.

      “Siranne was here,” I confessed. It was a relief to share with her.

      “The button?” she asked. I nodded. My eyes traced Sadie as she walked over to the kitchen in the open plan space and busied herself at the sink.

      “Is that why you wanted me out of the house yesterday?” she pondered, her voice almost a growl. “That woman has fucking balls.” Sadie’s body language appeared stiff as she wiped angrily at the countertop.

      “Now wait…” I began, but she just kept talking.

      “How cocky is she, to think she can come and go as she pleases?” Sadie ranted as she began banging cupboard doors and pretending to look for something. This was Sadie’s usual tell when she was irate about something. She stopped and stood up. “Take her back and you and me are over. You can find yourself another housekeeper. If I don’t, I’ll be up for first degree murder. I’ve already plotted in my mind what I’d do to her if I ever set eyes on her again.”

      “Whoa, I didn’t invite her. I had no idea she was coming.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” she said in a scoffing tone. “I know you. You’ve got this blind spot when it comes to her.”

      “Maybe at one time,” I agreed. “Not now.” I shook my head.

      “She’s with that sports guy. So, what was she doing here?”

      “All right. Stop. You’re getting wound up. I’m sorry I mentioned her name.”

      “And I’m not sorry I’ve verbally kicked your ass for that.”

      I sank onto one of my barstools by the kitchen island and placed my head in my hands with my elbows on the counter. Sadie stopped what she was doing and slipped onto the stool beside me.

      Placing a hand on my back she sighed and patted it. “She’s not good for your mental health.”

      Taking my hands away from my eyes I stretched my arms out straight across the counter, glanced pointedly toward my housekeeper and nodded. This was the side of Sadie only I ever got to see. For all her insolent ways, the girl knew my next thought before it came to me.

      “I know. I’m not getting back with her,” I said determinedly.

      “Good,” Sadie snapped, sounding satisfied.

      Grabbing her head at each side I pulled her toward me and planted a chaste kiss on her lips.

      “You get me more than anyone I’ve ever met … including Jude,” I confessed.

      “And you tick me the fuck off the most, because of it,” she replied before her face broke into a grin.

      I stood and began to walk away from the kitchen counter, turned and drew in a breath. “Sadie,” I said as she resumed her position at the cupboard again.

      “Yeah?” she asked, poking her head above the island.

      “Tell Jude I said you get me more and you know I’ll deny it,” I said with a wink. A wet dish cloth hit me on the back of my head as I left the room and entered the hallway.

      “I’m taking that cloth out of your wages,” I shot back as I headed for the shower before my date night with Trinnie.
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      Levi

      After giving Sadie the night off from cooking, she’d left for the pool house. I ordered a gourmet dinner to be delivered from one of my favorite restaurants in Key Largo. Next, I ordered a huge flower arrangement from a local florist.

      It had been a while since I’d wined and dined a girl properly, so I dressed in black, button-down shirt and slacks to welcome Trinnie back from Melbourne. While I was fastening my belt, I heard Trinnie’s car arrive at the gate.

      I hit the intercom button in my bedroom to release the gates and raced downstairs to open the front door. Trinnie parked in front of one of my garages as I wandered behind her car.

      Reaching the driver’s door, I opened it and helped her out onto her feet. Instantly my arms wrapped around her body, and I planted a kiss on her soft lips. The smell of her scent had an instant effect on my hormones, and my cock jerked in my pants.

      Pulling her flush against my body, I pushed her hard against the back door of her car and deepened the kiss as a rush of blood flooded my swelling cock. Delicate fingers swept around to the nape of my neck before sliding up over my head, releasing a rash of goosebumps over my torso and making every hair follicle on my scalp crimp with the electrified sensation.

      Trinnie broke the kiss just as we were in danger of recording our very own sex tape on my CCTV system and blew out a ragged breath.

      “Wow … just … wow.” She chuckled and brought her fingertips to her lips. “I think you might have missed me. I guess I need to go away for a day more often.”

      My hands slid down her soft cotton pants, cupped her ass and I pulled her flush against me. “Do you know how much restraint it took me to keep my hands off you the other day?”

      “Perhaps, because I had a bit of a hard time with that myself.”

      “Although I must say, I am slightly concerned at how easily lies fall from that pretty mouth of yours,” I told her with mock concern in my eyes.

      Trinnie let out a laugh. “Oh, that thing with Gabrielle? What the hell was I supposed to say?”

      I laughed along with her. “Glad she didn’t ask why the door was locked.”

      “She did on the way home,” Trinnie said, twisting her lips like she’d felt she’d been busted at the time.

      “Really? What did you tell her?”

      “I said it was habit that you always lock the door when you enter a bathroom because sometimes fangirls follow you.”

      “Good catch, but I must say again, it worries me how quickly you can ad lib your way out of compromising situations.” I wiggled my brows.

      “But useful, wouldn’t you say?” she teased with a naughty smile. My heart skipped a beat when I smiled and realized there hadn’t been one thing about Trinnie I didn’t like.

      “Only if you’re lying on my behalf,” I agreed playfully.

      “Talking about compromising situations,” she mused and nudged her hipbone up against my full erection.

      “Ah, spoilsport,” I joked, but pressed myself harder against her. “This is all your fault,” I muttered, pressing a kiss to the soft spot on her neck.

      “God, Levi,” she muttered as her knees buckled a little. “Maybe we should try to make it inside,” she muttered as she put her hands on my chest and attempted to shove me back.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I think you’d enjoy a hot session of alfresco sex.”

      “I do. But not when there’s a high definition, close circuit television system focusing on me.”

      “How do you know the quality of my CCTV?” I asked, chuckling as I released her.

      “Realtor, remember? It’s my job to pay attention to detail.”

      “I’m looking forward to some of that consideration,” I flirted.

      “Well, that’ll depend on how much you spoil me, I guess,” she shamelessly flirted in return. Turning, she leaned inside her car and snagged her purse with her ass in the air. Too tempted by this position, I grabbed her by her hips and ground my still hard erection against it.

      “Oye,” she snapped as she swiped her hand behind her and caught the side of my arm. I released her and she straightened up, stepped to one side and closed her car door. “I’m almost scared to go in there now,” she joked, nodding toward my house.

      “You should be. I probably won’t be gentle this time,” I confessed. “My dick thinks I’m back in rehab after I yanked it so hard last night.”

      “You did?” she asked with a smile on her face. I loved that she wasn’t fazed by my comment.

      “Maybe …” I suggested with a shrug.

      “You’re feeling that hard up, huh?” she mused. “It implies one of two things. Either you’re addicted to sex, or there really hasn’t been anyone else since your last time with me.”

      Trinnie’s comment felt like a question without sounding like one, so I figured I’d clear that point up. “There hasn’t been anyone else since you.” I crossed my heart to cement my confession as a slow smile crept over her face.

      “That helps make me feel like this thing we’re doing is going somewhere, which is a little scary for me as well,” she muttered.

      “Agreed, but we’re not going to put a label on this.”

      “But we’re exclusive, right?” she asked to clarify.

      “Right,” I said. It was a no brainer after the sessions I’d had with my counselors. I liked the honest connection I had with her, and I didn’t have any desire to be with other women in the same way as I had before.

      There were no games or agendas other than us exploring our feelings, and I loved that about us. I couldn’t swear to be completely comfortable with our arrangement yet because it implied complete commitment—something I’d been averse to in my previous relationships.

      I’d considered whether I saw her as a challenge, something I quickly discarded, as I had no doubts that Trinnie was a strong woman. She’d never be willing to put up with the shit I’d put the other women through, and if I thought harder about that, I’d never consider letting her down in that way.

      Maybe Trinnie was exactly what I’d needed. Someone who had the confidence in their own worth to put their foot down and lay out their own conditions.

      I sidled up behind her as she laid her purse on the kitchen island. With my hands grasping each lapel of her jacket from behind, I slid it off her shoulders. I took my time to press a kiss to one bare shoulder and then to the other. She let the jacket sleeves glide down her arms until I freed her of the garment and placed it on top of the kitchen island.

      “I missed you,” I whispered. It was true, my heart felt empty after she had gone, and I’d had that dull ache in my stomach after each phone call ended.

      “I missed you too,” she replied in a quiet tone. When she turned her head to look at me, I pinned her with a stare until she couldn’t bear my scrutiny any longer.

      She dipped her head and licked her lips. “Kiss me.” She leaned forward as if she couldn’t wait for the time it took for me to reach her lips and pressed hers to mine instead.

      “Nice,” I mumbled against her lips before I slid my hands through her hair and my tongue into her mouth. It was seconds before our desires rose and the burning need that was ever present with her had us clawing at one another’s pants for more.

      “Get up here,” I said, quickly sweeping my arms under her knees and lifting her off the floor. “Bedroom,” I mumbled before her lips fused to mine as I staggered blindly toward the staircase leading up to my bedroom.

      It felt like an age before I reached my bed, but not before I had stubbed my pinkie toe and almost dropped her on the way.

      “It happens much smoother in the movies,” she muttered, chuckling when I cussed under my breath that my toe stung like a motherfucker.

      “Ow,” she cried out when I dumped her unceremoniously onto my bed for her remark and gave her a mock scowl as I undid my buckle and stripped out of my pants with lightning speed.

      “That’s what happens when you laugh at an injured man,” I told her, pretending to be pissed when the only thing I was frustrated about was not being inside of her already. I reached for her pants button, and she scrapped her nails down my chest. Stopping what I was doing. Taking hold of each wrist, I placed them over her head. “Keep your hands up there. No touching,” I warned, as I grabbed her zipper and pulled her pants down her legs.

      Slipping her shoes off, I pulled her legs free of her pants. Tenderly, I pressed kisses to each ankle, as our eyes connected and our gaze grew intense. I continued to pepper small kisses over the top of her feet, and she giggled until the laughter died and a serious look took us over. The connection right then had felt soul searching. My heart clenched as if it had recognized how far we’d come since we’d first met.

      “You taste fucking delicious,” I muttered as I continued to trace my way from her knee, bent it and spread it open.

      My dick bobbed in desperation when my hungry eyes fell on the dark, wet patch on her otherwise lilac lace panties she wore. “These need to be gone,” I murmured as my fingertips curled around the waistband at each hip. Trinnie lifted her ass and I teased them down her legs before stripping them from her body.

      Before she could blink my thumb was on her clit, rubbing it in tiny, teasing circles as I surrounded her on both sides with my other limbs, and dropped my forehead to hers. “You have no idea how much I’ve fantasized about this moment,” I muttered. My eyes had her pinned in a deep stare of intent but couldn’t resist her or the seductive smile that crept onto her lips, and I smiled back.

      “The things I want to do to you,” I warned in a thick, gruff tone.

      “Mm, tell me.” Trinnie tangled her fingers into my hair and fisted two bunches taut. Her grip hung between pleasure and pain as I glanced up at her from between her legs.

      “I’m going to lick you until you scream, mark you to let other men know you’re mine, and fuck you until your eyes roll to the back of your head and you beg me to stop.”

      Trinnie’s chest heaved and I heard her breath hitch in her throat as I held her eyes captive with mine. Shifting down between her legs, my hot wet tongue swept featherlight up the length of her seam before I parted her outer lips and used a more deliberate stroke of my tongue.

      “Oh, God,” Trinnie whispered before she let out an erotic groan of frustration and arched her back for greater contact.

      As she did this the full taste of her deliciously sweet nectar burst over my tastebuds. “Fuck, you taste incredible, baby,” I muttered.

      Licking her again, I closed my mouth over her clit and sucked it into my mouth—hard.

      “Yesss,” she hissed out, causing me to break contact with her clit and bury my tongue in her entrance. Trinnie arched her back again in her effort to get closer. “I need you now,” she snapped, frustration bursting through her comment.

      Deciding I needed her as well, I clambered up the bed, pulled a condom out of my bedside table and quickly pulled it on. Guiding her ass up my legs, I pulled her closer, slid my shaft down her wet seam and hurriedly entered her.

      “Sweet Jesus,” she hissed, as I stretched her pussy wide until my cock bottomed out.

      In my desperation to be inside her again, I didn’t stop to consider for a second whether I was more than she could handle to be taken fast, like I had the first time I’d had sex with her. This time was far different from that. Our connection felt too frantic, loaded with desperation and raw sexual need, to be concerned with that.

      “I like it like this,” she instructed, guiding my hand with hers over her clit, while I fucked her from the top. It turned me on how confident she was with me in bed, and I wasn’t in the least surprised when she wrapped her legs around me and took the lead in changing our position.

      Sweat dripped from us both as our bodies ground and glided together through her three incredible, tight orgasms and an explosive one of my own. And by the time we both lay breathless, sated, and with our bodies glistening in perspiration, I knew for sure that worry I had about Siranne still being in control of a piece of my heart was over.
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      Trinnie

      A wave of uncertainty washed over me and once again my confidence took a knock as I sat on Levi’s patio lounger with my knees tucked up to my chin. I tugged the large T-shirt he’d loaned me down to cover my legs as I stared in wonder at his seemingly effortless morning pool workout.

      We’d had sex twice last night and twice again this morning. It appeared to me that although the athleticism of our bedroom antics had wiped me out, our steamy sessions in bed had apparently invigorated Levi.

      As I sat watching him, another wave of disbelief swept through me that Levi Milligan of Screaming Shadows was interested in me. A zap of electricity flowed through my veins and my breath caught in my throat with excitement.

      As my heart rate returned to its normal pace, I became enthralled by the way the sun kissed his bronzed, muscular body, as his strong arms sliced through the clear, aqua pool water with ease.

      “I guess as he hasn’t chucked you out, you’ll be staying for breakfast?” Sadie asked, pulling me out of my reverie as she sauntered past me from her pool house toward the patio door.

      “Only if you don’t intend to poison me,” I remarked, deadpan. I’d met prickly women plenty of times. So, bearing in mind what Levi had told me about her, I figured the best way to respond to Sadie was in kind.

      She stopped in her tracks and stared me down, but when I didn’t flinch, she twisted her mouth in consideration. “Levi usually has eggs Benedict or smoked salmon and scrambled eggs. Would I be poisoning you with any of those?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’d still be alive if you gave that to me.”

      “You could be doubly sure if you came and gave me a hand … you’d probably get to eat it quicker too. I’m guessing by all the screaming and grunting you both did last night, you’ve got quite the appetite this morning.”

      Immediately she called me out, I felt myself blush, and chuckled. “Don’t you know it,” I said, trying to cover up how embarrassed I felt. “Lead the way and tell me what you’re willing to let me do. I’m happy to help,” I said cheerily.

      “Sounded to me like you helped yourself plenty last night,” she muttered, like she had no filter and wandered inside to the kitchen. “It’s a pity Levi sent me to a spa for the night the day Jude left, and not last night, I hardly got a wink of sleep for the noise.

      Looking over my shoulder, I saw Levi maintaining the same speed he had been doing since his first strokes in the pool and a giggle escaped my lips. As Levi honed his body, I wondered if I’d survive making breakfast with his sharp-tongued housekeeper.
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      “Thanks for making me welcome.” I hugged myself as I stood at the edge of her kitchen area and waited for her to engage with me.

      Sadie glared at me for a second before gesturing toward the fridge with a clean hand whisk. “You want smoked salmon?” she asked, as she focused on a bowl of eggs and began beating them.

      “Salmon sounds lovely,” I replied as I pulled open the fridge. My eyes scanned the shelves and noted everything in there was healthy.

      “Pass me a red and green pepper from in there,” Sadie ordered.

      I did as she asked and pulled out a packet of smoked salmon. “What do you want me to do with this?” I asked as she began chopping up the peppers with the skill of a seasoned chef.

      “Stick it up your ass,” she replied. I stared at her and she burst out laughing. “You can open it and share between the three plates,” she said and stopped to stare at me again for a moment. “I’m sorry if you were envisioning a romantic breakfast with that ball breaker out there. Levi and I do breakfast every day he’s home. So, in this case you’re the interloper.”

      “Right,” I said, chuckling.

      “I figured as you’re going to be around pretty often, we should start off as we mean to go on,” she informed me.

      “You see me here often then?” I asked.

      “Unless you don’t want to be. He likes you,” she said, tipping her chin toward the pool.

      “And you? What do you think?”

      “Well, I’m not fucking you, so I’m less easily swayed. The jury is still out, but if he sees something in you, then I guess, I’ll take the time to figure you out.”

      “Like you figured out the other women in the past?” I probed playfully because the opportunity arose to gain her insight about Levi’s other relationships.

      “Yep, and what a bunch of skanks they turned out to be. I didn’t mind Keela that much at the time. I’d thought her pretty harmless. But, damn, did I get that wrong with her input to that shitshow interview he did. However, I thought she had been on borrowed time from the moment Levi moved her in.”

      “I’m not moving in,” I stated firmly.

      “Yet,” she replied, swept past me, opened the fridge door, took a carton of milk and the tub of butter out. She swung the heavy door closed and gestured toward another cupboard. “Grab three glasses out of that cupboard and pour the two of us some orange juice. There’s a jug of sweet tea for Levi.”

      “I have no desire to move in with Levi. I’m not after his money.”

      “Did I say you were?” she countered, adding a little butter and milk to the eggs. After seasoning them and adding the peppers, she stuck them in the microwave. “Toast?” she asked, and I nodded.

      “I’m sorry but I don’t know what you meant by your remark,” I said as I watched her place bread in the toaster.

      “Which one? I’ve made a few so far,” she replied.

      “You said, ‘Yet’,” I reminded her.

      “Oh, and I stand by that. You might not be after Levi’s money, but if you stick around, I figure you have the potential to go the distance with him.”

      “You think?” I replied, excited with her prediction. My heart raced at the thought that Levi and I could be a steady couple together.

      “He likes you … and you’re nothing like the others.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I poured the orange juice like she’d told me and began to take a sip of mine.

      “Don’t thank me. That’s his opinion, not mine.”

      I spluttered, my eyes wide as I almost choked when the juice went down the wrong way. “And you’re still forming your opinion?”

      “I don’t mind you so far,” she remarked.

      I laughed. “High praise indeed,” I countered, and she gave me a death glare.

      Luckily, the microwave pinged, and Sadie turned her attention to the scrambled eggs. I’d never seen them done that way before. They looked light and fluffy, and smelled delicious. As she spooned the eggs onto the three plates the toast popped up.

      “Butter that while I take these over to the table,” she instructed. I lifted the hot toast, placed it on the spare plate she’d set out and began buttering it.

      “Levi, breakfast,” she yelled, and closed the patio door. She began to walk back toward the kitchen but thought better of it and went out into the hallway. Seconds later she came back with a dry pair of board shorts. Trudging back to the patio door she opened it and flung the shorts onto a lounger. “And don’t you dare come in here dripping wet. Change your shorts.”

      By the time Sadie and I had placed everything on the dining table, Levi had changed and entered the house rubbing his hair with a towel.

      “Out,” his housekeeper ordered. “Leave the towel outside, sit down and eat.”

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Levi greeted her sarcastically. He walked around the table and planted a wet kiss on her cheek.

      “Fuck off,” she mumbled around a mouthful of food. She wiped her face with the back of her hand as Levi chuckled and pulled out a chair.

      “How dare you put those lips on me. I know exactly where that mouth was last night,” Sadie muttered. She shot a dark glare at her boss, while heat rose to my cheeks. I felt so mortified, I didn’t know where to look.

      Levi took me by surprise when he leaned over, pressed a chaste kiss to my lips and chuckled. “Don’t worry, Trinnie. You’ll get used to Sadie’s special brand of charm in time. Meanwhile, close your gaping mouth and eat your eggs before they go cold. If there’s one thing my housekeeper can do that isn’t insulting, it’s cook.”
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      Levi

      Sadie was up to her usual standard of quick-witted banter during breakfast when my cell phone rang. She shoved out of her chair and walked to the small table to retrieve it.

      “It’s Deakon, are you home?” she asked me after glancing at the screen.

      “Always home for Deak,” I replied, waving my fingers in a ‘gimme’ motion.

      Sadie answered it instead. “Hey, Deakon, how’s it hanging?” she asked, placing the call on speaker.

      “To the right,” he replied, making her chuckle.

      “I don’t believe you,” Sadie replied, glancing toward Trinnie. My housekeeper pinched in her lips and lifted her shoulders like she was sharing a joke with Trinnie. I felt stunned that she was engaging with my girl. Sadie had a prickly personality at the best of times, yet the look that passed between the two women was one of solidarity.

      “Maybe I’ll need to show you sometime,” Deakon replied.

      I had been lifting my coffee cup to my mouth and my arm froze. “Not if you want it to remain attached to your balls, you won’t. If you traumatize my housekeeper, I’ll cut the damn thing off,” I replied. Sadie howled with laughter and resumed eating her breakfast.

      I took the call off speaker and lifted it to my ear.

      “Doing anything special today?” Deakon asked.

      “Trinnie,” I replied, deadpan as I stared down at my plate with a serious face.

      “Get in there!” he exclaimed, chuckling.

      “Already did,” I replied, glancing furtively toward Trinnie who was sitting quietly eating her breakfast.

      “And?”

      “And a gentleman doesn’t discuss his sex life with his friends.” A sharp pain jabbed my side as I registered my shock.

      “Trinnie can hear your conversation,” she remarked as she lifted a piece of smoked salmon, stuck her tongue out and folded it into her mouth. For a moment I became transfixed until Deakon spoke again.

      “Damn,” Deakon said. “This feels like a soap opera cliff hanger now. Am I gonna need to wait until I see you to find out the next installment?”

      Trinnie waved her hand for me to give her my cell phone. I smiled, bit my lip and handed it to her. She put it back on speaker and flashed me a smile. “He’s an eight … eight and a half max, but I’d say there’s a lot of potential.”

      Sadie roared with laughter and clinked her knife on her glass of orange juice. “I’m liking this one, Levi. If she can maintain her snark toward you, I might let you keep her.”

      There was no way last night and this morning hadn’t rocked her world, so I mock pouted at Trinnie’s response to Deakon. “You don’t think I’m a ten?”

      “Now don’t go getting ahead of yourself, Levi Milligan. If I gave you a ten right out the gate, you’d think you don’t need to try anymore.”

      “Dude, you’re losing your touch,” Deakon said. “You need to start treating her mean, sounds to me like that’s what it’ll take to keep her happy. Which brings me to the point of my phone call.”

      “Which is?” I asked.

      “Forget your plans with your hot realtor for a day. SeXty Bs are playing in Miami tonight. Korry promised Zena, we’d check them out as a potential warm up band for our next tour. Jude’s in New York, but Korry, Greg and myself are at the penthouse here in Miami. Korry was hoping you’d clear your schedule and drive up for a couple of days.”

      I glanced toward Trinnie, who was shooing me away as a silent gesture that I should go. But I had my heart set on spending some quality time with her.

      Yet, I knew how important an opportunity this would be for SeXty B’s. We in Screaming Shadows had been desperate to make some headway in our careers at one time. Korry was important to us as a band, and I understood he felt obliged to help his siblings if that was possible. “Can I call you back in ten minutes? We’re eating breakfast.”

      “Sure, don’t leave it too late though. If you aren’t coming, me and Greg will plan to do something else,” Deakon replied.

      “You should go,” Trinnie urged as I ended the call.

      “You think? I was rather hoping to spend the day with you.”

      “It’s fine …” she began.

      “I’ll go … if you come with me,” I informed her.

      Trinnie’s face brightened and she stared intently toward me. “You don’t need to do that. It’s business …”

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” my belligerent housekeeper cussed. “This skirting around one another is torturous to listen to. He wants to go, and he wouldn’t suggest you go with him if he didn’t want to take you. Quit pretending you don’t mind either way. We both know you want to go with him and that magic penis of his.” Sadie waved a fork in Levi’s direction. “Call him back and put that band out of their misery.” Standing with her plate in one hand and her orange juice in the other, she pushed her chair back with the back of her knees. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take my breakfast out to the pool house so that I can finish it in peace.”

      “The master has spoken,” I said in a tone laced with sarcasm as we watched her exit through the patio doors. “Do you want to pack for a couple of days in Miami?” I asked when I turned my attention back to Trinnie. “Can you afford to take a couple of days off?” I corrected, remembering she had a serious business of her own.

      Trinnie nodded and a wide grin spread on her face. “Funnily enough, I need to be in Miami for an appointment late tomorrow afternoon, so …”

      “Then I guess Korry’s little sister and big brother are in luck, because we’re heading up to Miami.”
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      Trinnie

      SeXty Bs’ performance was well worth the trip up the coast. Their set, although short, sounded amazing. Their music wasn’t that far removed from Screaming Shadows, and with a brother in the band that had likely influenced SeXty Bs’ music, that kind of made sense.

      Zena, the lead singer in the band, was still only eighteen, but she had confidence in spades, and I secretly hoped my daughter, Gabrielle would outgrow her shyness and be just as awesome as that one day.

      When Levi had asked what I’d thought about the band, I sang their praises but I believed my opinion had no bearing on Levi and the boys’ decision. However, I felt relieved for SeXty Bs when they had all sounded equally impressed.

      Even though Jude had said Levi’s decision was key, I was surprised that the bandmates had a short FaceTime conversation with Jude. Levi had sent him a couple of videos from their live set during the evening.

      Fortunately for the band, the decision was unanimous, for SeXty Bs to join Screaming Shadows on their next live tour. Korry was excited as he headed off to their dressing room to tell the band the good news.

      “Where are you off to?” Levi asked Jude, frowning. The boys sensed a change in Levi’s tone and crowded around him to look into Levi’s small cell screen.

      “Coming to Miami,” Jude replied. “We dropped Bailey off at Mel’s earlier this afternoon. As soon as Esther knew you were all in Miami, she said she wished we were with you. You know me, when my girl wishes to see her brother, I’m on it. So I suggested we fly down and surprise you.”

      “Ace!” they all said in unison.

      “Hey, Levi.” The affectionate smile on Levi’s face when his sister spoke, was priceless.

      “Hi, sis,” Levi said softly in return. “Can’t wait to see you later.” His gorgeous eyes had lit up as he spoke with her.

      “Should be there in a couple of hours. Text me the address of where you’re at and Jude will take us there,” Esther instructed.

      “Will do. Safe flight, guys,” Deakon said before Levi closed the call out.

      Levi turned his attention to me. “Job done. How’s about we have some fun. Do you dance?”

      “Not in a long time,” I admitted, because Dennis hated nightclubs.

      Levi’s smile fell. “If you’d rather, we could go out for dinner instead.”

      “No, I’d love to go dancing. I just might be a little rusty.”

      “No problem, I’ll soon lube you up,” he replied with a wicked grin. My sex clenched as my heart fluttered at his dirty comment.

      Levi’s bandmates cackled with laughter, and I figured if I was going to be around his bandmates for the foreseeable future, I couldn’t allow them to see me react.

      “Why, thank you,” I retorted, which only made them laugh louder as I did my best to hide my embarrassment at Levi’s suggestive remark.

      Deakon immediately slapped Levi on the back, and I realized he’d been listening in. “Excellent. She’s wet and wanting … to dance I mean.” He gave us an innocent blink but we both knew the inference he’d made. “We’re heading to Dimond. I’ve just had a text from Alfie Black. He and his guitarist Drew are there with their wives. There’s also a couple of the guys from Lily’s band, XrAid, with them.”

      “Hey, didn’t Donnie used to manage that nightclub before he became our manager? Greg asked.

      “He owns the club, he managed XrAid during their early days before Sly took them over,” I corrected.

      “Wow, I had no idea Donnie, Alfie and Lily had history together.” Deakon looked genuinely impressed until he remembered the plan. “Alright, let’s get some wheels and get out of here.”

      Levi insisted he and I traveled separately from the rest of his bandmates, who had an assortment of women with them and SeXty Bs band.

      “How are you feeling?” Levi asked me as he slid along the seat in the chauffeur-driven limousine that we’d climbed into alone.

      “Like a queen. I’m waiting to wake up if I’m honest,” I said. My head had been well and truly turned by the adulation the band had received when they’d arrived at the venue.

      “You are a queen. My queen,” he remarked. Leaning toward me he kissed my hairline, my cheek and my nose before he took my mouth in a slow, unhurried kiss. My chest swelled as butterflies danced in my stomach from the combination of hearing his comment and what he was doing to me with his mouth.

      In that moment, I felt like I was dreaming. The way Levi made me feel cherished was more than I’d ever expected with any man. My thighs clenched again. Need flowed through my veins and our desire for one another rose with every moment that passed.

      I broke the kiss, caught my breath and sighed, because even though I’d felt my feelings teetering on the edge of falling into a deep crevasse for Levi, I was not a girl that got fucked in the back of a car, no matter how famous the man was, or how desperate I was to jump his bones.
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      Being invited to party with Alfie Black and his wife, Lily Parnell felt insane. For the first ten minutes after we’d arrived at Dimond I’d felt speechless. Part of my mute state had been due to fandom and the rest intimidation.

      It felt daunting to be in the company of so many famous people, all excitedly buzzing their greetings to one another. Usually, I felt confident at meeting new people, but even with Levi holding my hand, I’d felt highly self-conscious and overwhelmed at being a ‘nobody’ in a room full of ‘somebodies’.

      Levi did his best to introduce me to everyone, but with so many big personalities in one place it had felt daunting to be in their company.

      “Are you, okay?” he asked, realizing I wasn’t. I guessed I must have given off an awkward vibe or something because as if he had sensed my unease, he ushered me away from the closely positioned group and into the booth farthest away from them. He then sat down next to me. “They’re a bit full on, huh?” he asked, giving my hand a small squeeze. “Relax, they’re just normal people, like us.”

      My jaw dropped and I chuckled. “Like us?” I repeated. “Says the world-famous rock star and the county famous, licensed realtor.”

      Levi barked a laugh. “You’re famous in my eyes. How many other girls can say they made an impression on a guy that he remembers exactly how they looked in middle school?”

      I chuckled and noted how easily Levi had relaxed me and helped me to forget the others in the room.

      Cody Vickers from XrAid came wandering over to our booth and stuck out a fist. Levi immediately bumped it and both men smiled at one another.

      “Dude, it’s been a minute,” he said, his eyes registering genuine warmth for Levi.

      “It sure has,” Levi replied. “Last time we saw one another was when?”

      “Vegas,” both men said in unison.

      “What a night that was,” Cody mused before his curious eyes dropped to me. “And this is?” he wondered, looking toward me.

      “Trinnie,” Levi said. “Trinnie, Cody and I go way back. We first met at a summer baseball camp. What were we, thirteen?” Levi mused.

      Cody grinned. “Yeah, and we were both useless sportsmen. I think our fathers saw us as the next generation Miami Marlin contenders, but neither of us could pitch or hit a home run.”

      “Still single?” Levi asked, making conversation as I watched Levi’s eyes scan the room. I wondered if he was looking for anyone Cody might have brought with him.

      “Still single,” he remarked, his eyes wandering to Lily and stayed with her. Lily glanced up and flashed him a smile before Cody turned back to us.

      “I saw you toured with Cobham Street, lucky bastard. Sometimes I wish we hadn’t grown so much. Warming up for them back in the day, was one of the best tours of my life,” Cody confessed. “What’s next?”

      “We’ve got a short tour of our own starting soon,” I informed him.

      “You’ve still got my number?” Cody asked.

      Levi pulled out his cell phone and scrolled through his contacts. “Ending five four two?” Levi asked.

      Cody nodded. “That’s it. Text me the tour route and if there’s one that coincides with anywhere close to where we’ll be, I’ll make plans to come over and see you.”

      “Cody?” Shawn, his bandmate, called from the group that still stood in the middle of the floor.

      “Talk later. Nice meeting you Trinnie.” Cody went back and re-joined the group, next to Lily. Alfie was in a conversation but slid a hand around his wife’s waist and drew her into his side. She glanced up at him and he immediately turned to look at her. Bending his head, he spoke into her ear, and as he began to straighten up to full height again briefly kissed her lips.

      “He’s a great guy,” Levi stated.

      “With a crush on his co-lead singer,” I concluded after seeing a look of longing in his eyes toward Lily Parnell.

      “He’s had a long-term thing for her. Never really said as much, but …” he shrugged. “He’s as close as they can get, platonically close. Alfie tolerates this, but Cody knows the line.”

      “Jesus, relationships can be complicated,” I remarked, and sighed. We fell silent and I took in my surroundings.

      The room we’d been ushered into by the hostess, consisted of two large, seated booths set at forty-five-degree angles. This allowed everyone to see one another, but the clever positioning meant we all had a view of the public clubbers through the one-way glass panels and doors.

      It was a private VIP area that had likely been created as a security measure to protect celebrities and to allow them to relax. It gave us the option to join the main club dance floor if we wanted to.

      As the group thinned out from the huddle they had been standing in, Lily made her way into the booth opposite followed by her best friend, Elle. I knew this because I had read an article about them once in People Magazine, where Lily had explained that Elle had married Drew, the lead guitarist in Alfie’s band, Crakt Soundzz. When Lily saw me looking at her, she waved and mouthed “Hello.”

      Paralyzed that she’d acknowledged me, it took me a minute to respond. Then, I flashed her an awkward smile and mouthed, “Nice to see you,” back.

      “She’s a great girl. I must hit Alfie up and we can have dinner one night. It’s useless trying to get to know anyone in an environment like this. Too many interruptions,” Levi explained.

      “What’s this, are your legs broken?” Alfie joked as he strode up to our table and shook Levi’s hand.

      Levi explained that he was being a gentleman because I didn’t know anyone yet, and Alfie nodded.

      “Yeah, we forget how it feels to be faced with all this,” he agreed. He swept a hand around the famous faces.

      “Sorry, this is my girl, Trinnie,” Levi said, introducing me.

      “Nice to meet you, Trinnie. I’m Alfie and that’s my gorgeous wife Lily over there, in the purple top,” he said with a grin.

      I laughed at how he’d played down their fame as he gave me a sexy lopsided smile. It was the kind of smile that would have made a nun swoon. “Really? Are you sure?” I asked, frowning. “That girl looks way too young for you. Was she a child bride?” I replied, finding my sassy sense of humor since he’d started with a joke.

      “Levi, this one will keep you in check. I like her,” he said without answering my question. He gave a slow-motion punch to Levi’s bicep muscle.

      “Not as much as I do,” Levi replied. My gaze turned to Levi’s and my heart skipped a beat. He leaned forward and brushed my lips with his before glancing back up at Alfie.

      Holy shit, I just spoke to Alfie Black from Crakt Soundzz.

      Alfie changed the subject and began talking about the tour Levi had just done with Cobham Street, and tuning out, my gaze drifted over to the other booth again, and to Alfie’s wife.

      Lily was a woman approaching her mid-thirties. That’s where our similarities ended. She was petite, stunning and her style was every inch that of a rock chick. With her gorgeous long, dark curls, she was dressed casually in understated, but designer, black skinny leggings and a long line purple satin top. Her outfit would have looked positively plain, had it not been for her Louboutin heels and carefully accessorized beads, chains and bangles, which finished off her attire perfectly.

      It was easy to see why Alfie Black had stayed true to her. She was a sweet and polite English rose, but with a kick ass talent for music, a no bullshit attitude when it came to men, and had a natural ability with people. Not only was she likable, but she was also a respected music artist in her own right.

      The thing I quickly learned about partying with a rock band is that it’s hard for us normal people to keep up. Boy, are those performers fit. Years of practice had given each of them what I believed was stamina similar to elite athletes.

      As Levi began to work the room, I held my own in conversation with Shawn from XrAid, who had joined me at our booth. But I recognized how relieved I felt when Korry, Deakon and Greg turned up with SeXty Bs.

      Zena’s excited eyes were wide, like she couldn’t believe her luck when she stepped through the doors and saw everyone there.

      Most of the attention was focused on Alfie and Lily’s table once he was seated, but with only two women in each booth, Zena and I were in great demand to dance with Levi’s bandmates and the guys from SeXty Bs. As the night went on, Levi made his way back to my side as some of the guys downed quite a few shots and became slightly inebriated. Levi had only been drinking water and he noted Deakon and Korry hadn’t drank much either.

      “You two can beat it. I’m not drinking tonight,” Levi told them in a straight-talking tone. When he said this, I realized they were concerned that Levi would get drunk and do something stupid. Historically, he’d drank a lot sometimes in the past, but since I’d known him, I had never seen him loaded.

      Mikey, the bodyguard with them, shook his head. “Dude, the guys are taking it easy because of the company we’re keeping,” he stated as his eyes darted toward Alfie’s booth. I frowned because I couldn’t see why Levi had gotten so annoyed with Deakon and Korry.

      “We’re waiting to see Jude and your sister,” Deakon advised.

      “Yeah, and I’ve got a banana plant growing out of my ass,” Levi snapped as he stood and grabbed my hand. “My chick, my dance partner. Get your own from now on or fucking go home,” he ground out as he tugged me toward the dance floor again.

      I hadn’t experienced Levi angry. “What’s wrong? They weren’t doing any harm,” I protested.

      “No, they were watching to make sure I didn’t do any harm,” he snapped back. I could practically see the tension rolling off his shoulders.

      “You mean drinking?” I said, cutting to the crux of the matter.

      “Yeah. I’m not an alcoholic, Trinnie,” he insisted.

      “I believe you,” I said. I’d been with him enough times to witness him treating alcohol responsibly.

      “Good. But I shouldn’t even need to say it.”

      “Okay …” I didn’t know how to respond to that, and I wasn’t happy that the guys had pulled down his mood like they had. “Shall we dance? Or don’t your legs work when you’re sober? We’ve been here an hour and I’ve danced with everyone else while you networked. If you don’t dance with me soon, I’m going to be too tired.”

      Levi let out a long sigh and as his lungs deflated, the tension left his body. “Sorry, baby. Come on.” He slid his hand around my waist and waltzed me in circles for a few moments before pulling me into his chest. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mikey block a couple of girls, ensuring Levi had personal space.

      “You scare me a little, Trinnie Dixon,” he shouted, his mouth close to my ear. His voice was barely audible above the music, but I still heard the vulnerability in his tone.

      “I do? Not half as much as you scare me, Levi,” I replied with a serious stare.

      “But it’s fucking fun being scared with you,” he stated as a slow smile crept over his lips.

      “You’re welcome,” I replied with a grin. “Just don’t go getting ahead of yourself,” I teased as we began to move in a more relaxed and natural dance rhythm together.

      “Did you say, don’t go getting head?” he asked, pretending to have misheard my comment.

      “One track mind to the gutter …” I replied, smiling as I shook my head.

      “Let the seduction begin,” Levi remarked with gusto as he grabbed me by my hips, then spun me until I danced in front of him. He began to gyrate our bodies in a set of synchronized, sexy moves. In the minutes that followed I forgot where we where and who else was present as I became lost in the incredible feeling of being in Levi’s expert hands.
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      Trinnie

      “Come on,” Levi ordered almost an hour later when he’d guided me behind Mikey, and we’d made it back to the booth. The moment I had sat down and swallowed a waiting Dirty Martini, I felt exhausted.

      Levi was an incredible dancer, a sexy, sensual dancer. I should have had my head in the clouds after the way he’d swayed my body up there on the dance floor. Instead, I felt like I’d been dancing on broken glass.

      Being a novice at all things rock star, I had stupidly worn a pair of heels to the gig we’d attended, not thinking for a minute we’d be dancing long into the night afterward.

      “Oh, my God, my feet are killing me,” I grumbled as I slumped to the seat in the booth. My throat ached from trying to carry a conversation with Levi above the music on the dance floor as well. Yet when we entered the booth, I could suddenly hear everyone’s conversation. The noise reduction measures were amazing, once the doors had closed.

      “How weird is it, that the music sounds like it’s distant now?” I remarked aloud. I could still see the three members of SeXty Bs band dancing with girls on the dance floor.

      “These booths have acoustic walls and that’s acoustic glass at the front. It dulls the noise,” Levi explained. He looked down and saw me rubbing my foot. Instantly his hand down my leg and pulled my foot up on his lap. My heart stalled for a beat when he held my gaze and smiled. “Feet sore?” he asked.

      “Oh, God, yeah,” I replied, and instantly moaned in ecstasy the moment I felt his thumb massage the arch of my foot. “Damn, you have talented fingers,” I praised.

      “But you already knew that, right?” he asked with a wink. My eyes darted toward Deakon who had been paying us too much attention and shook my head. “He’s a firm eight and a half now,” I informed him.

      Deakon chuckled. “She’s breaking your balls, dude,” he told Levi.

      “Already did. Several times since yesterday … and she’s worth it,” Levi shot back with a grin.

      “If you’re trying to embarrass me, Levi, it’s not working,” I warned, but when Korry, his brother Louis and Mikey had also begun to take an interest, I became self-conscious.

      Lily and Alfie’s party had left while we were on the dance floor, and those that remained in the booth were well on the way to being drunk by then. I sensed they were focused on Levi with the intention of getting a rise out of him.

      “Drink?” Louis asked, entering the booth with a young drinks’ promotions girl in her early twenties. I was thankful for his intervention.

      “Water for me, and a Dirty Martini for Trinnie,” Levi told him.

      “What, no alcohol?” Louis asked in disbelief. I could see that Louis initially thought Levi was joking, until he made it clearer that he wasn’t.

      “Alcohol for Trinnie, none for me. If you ever snag yourself a woman like this one, you need your wits about you, twenty-four-seven,” he casually joked.

      “Oh, sounds like Levi’s aiming to be a nine by tomorrow morning,” Deakon goaded, distracting everyone’s attention again. “Trinnie gave him an eight to an eight and a half score this morning.” The rest of the band chuckled.

      Levi raised an eyebrow in mock serious question. “Dude, by tomorrow morning, this woman is going to tell you I’m a ten and a half … that’s if she can still talk. I’m aiming for her to be speechless,” he said with a grin.

      I laughed to hide that I was mortified and shook my head. My gaze caught Levi’s and he winked again. I had no idea until then that a wink from the right man could cause my core to clench.

      “There he goes,” Deakon told everyone. “Boasting about that big cock of yours again, are you?” Deakon asked Levi.

      “What can I say? I’m a shower and a grower. Not like some here I could mention,” Levi shot back dropping his gaze to Deakon’s groin.

      “Ha!” Korry and Greg huffed out a laugh in unison, and even Mikey stifled a laugh.

      “Oh, Damn,” I moaned again, pulling their attention toward me when Levi hit a tender spot right at the center of the arch on my foot again. My head rolled back on my neck, and I moaned loudly in pleasure.

      “Dude, you need to quit with the foot foreplay. Your girl’s erotic moans are making me semi hard, and that’s all kinds of wrong,” Greg muttered toward Levi over his shoulder.

      “But it looks like that’s the only action your dick’s gonna get tonight, if your sights are set on Korry’s sister,” Levi shot back. Greg and Deakon guffawed at Levi’s quick wit, but his comment was likely true.

      Greg had been trying to get Zena’s attention all evening. Of course, Korry had other ideas about that, and had taken a protective stance toward his younger sister. From what I had seen, Greg’s bandmate was an extremely successful cock blocker.

      Embarrassed I’d attracted unwanted attention, I slid my foot off Levi’s lap and put it back in my stiletto shoe. “Want the other one done?” Levi offered, glancing down at my feet.

      “No, it’s fine now. My feet just ached because I’d been dancing in these heels for so long,” I informed him.

      “Alrighty, it’s been nice hanging with y’all, but I think I need to get laid,” Deakon suddenly announced. He stood, stretched his arms above his head, and let out a sigh like he was casually heading off to bed. He’d obviously given up waiting for Jude and Esther to arrive.

      “I’ll walk out with you, I need to take a leak,” Levi told him as he too rose to his feet. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said to me. Cupping the back of my head in his palm he pulled me forward and kissed my forehead. “Don’t move.”

      Deakon pulled open the door and music blared loudly. It drowned the ongoing conversation between Korry, Greg, Zena and her brother, as Levi and Mikey followed him out.

      As the door closed again, I saw Deakon head toward the dance floor. Mikey followed Levi in the opposite direction. I supposed being the front man, Levi was the one most in need of protection during nights out.

      Deakon hadn’t gotten far before a pretty girl stepped in front of him and blocked his pathway. She had her hand on his chest and there was something about Deakon’s stance that told me he felt uneasy. Korry had also been watching and jumped to his feet, alarmed. “Fuck, what is she doing here?”

      My curious eyes followed his gaze, but I had no idea who he was looking at. Greg turned to look toward Deakon before he looked back at me. “I don’t think she knows we’re here,” Greg muttered.

      “She knows, alright,” Korry countered. “Donnie always saves this booth for us. If she saw Deakon leaving here, she knows there are more of us,” he insisted. The girl headed toward our booth despite Deakon’s best attempt to tug her toward the dance floor.

      “Hey guys,” the smiling girl said as she entered the booth and flopped down onto a seat. “It’s been a while.”

      “Hey,” Louis replied, turning his body in her direction, giving her his full attention. I wasn’t surprised Louis was interested because she was gorgeous. She looked hippie chic, with long dark hair and a boho-style of dress that only waif-like girls could pull off.

      Although Korry’s brother appeared captivated by her, it didn’t take much to realize she wasn’t a welcome addition to the party from the reaction of the others.

      A silent communication appeared to take place between Korry and Greg, but before they could comment, the door swung open again.

      Jude Collymore and Levi’s sister, Esther, stepped inside, followed by Bodhi. “Let the party begin,” Jude said, grinning as he shifted Esther and placed her in front of him. Esther grinned when she saw me and began to walk toward me as her boyfriend scanned the faces in the booth.

      The smile fell from Jude’s face when he took in the girl and his expression instantly darkened. “Oh, hell no. What is she doing here?” he barked at Greg, who she’d sat down next to.

      Jude Collymore had a reputation for being moody and broody. He was a guy that didn’t mince his words, but I had no idea why everyone was so down on the girl. Being a caring person, I instantly felt sorry for her.

      “Guys, he’s not even here,” she complained as she held up her palms and shrugged. It clicked that she meant Levi from the moment Jude’s gaze slid from her to me. Then, it dawned on me that she was the girl I’d seen him with in some of the media images. My heart stalled when a jolt of electricity shot through it.

      “You’re not welcome here, Siranne,” Jude told her as Esther made her way around the seating and sat down next to me. Greg slipped out the door and I saw him hurry in the same direction Levi and Mikey had gone. Jude’s eyes cut to me again, and then back to her. “We don’t want your company, Siranne. I’m going to ask you nicely to leave or I’ll have no problem asking Bodhi to remove you.”

      “Fuck you, Jude. I bet your boyfriend hasn’t told you I was with him at his place in The Keys the day before yesterday,” she spat back.  I saw her consider something in her mind before she added, “Hell, I even ate your left-over Chinese food from the day before.”

      The room fell silent. Jude glanced at me yet again, and one look at his face told me he had no response. I was usually great at hiding my feelings, but Jude’s tight lips told me he’d guessed by the stunned look I must have been wearing, I hadn’t been with him that day.

      “Bullshit,” he said, like he’d made up his mind not to believe her.

      “Nope,” she replied, confidently. “Tell you what. Shall we call him right now, and he can tell you himself?”

      It was apparent that Siranne had no idea Levi was in Miami … and even less of a clue that I was with him. I felt if she had known who I was, she’d have targeted me with some comment.

      I had learned from the interviews I’d watched that Levi’s relationship with Siranne had a been extremely complicated and volatile. A strong sense of humiliation sparked an adrenaline dump in my body, but my gut told me Levi wouldn’t do that to me. Then again, my gut had been wrong before.

      But why wouldn’t he? He’d been used to sleeping around on his women in the past. How stupid was I to believe I was different?

      After living with Dennis, my ex, nothing much had fazed me since then, but suddenly in a room full of beautiful, famous people, who appeared well informed about my boyfriend’s relationship with his ex, I felt completely out of my depth.
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      Trinnie

      “Are you coming, sweetheart,” Korry asked as he stood, shrugged into his jacket and stuffed his cell phone into his back jeans’ pocket. He beckoned to me with an outstretched hand, and my rapid heart slowed in relief.

      Korry had decided to remove me from a sticky situation, and I was immensely grateful to him for doing so. Not making eye contact with anyone else, I stood, grabbed my jacket and nodded.

      “See you, Korry. Have a good one,” Siranne called after us as he gently pushed me through the door and quickly followed.

      The volume of the music made it impossible for us to talk. Taking my hand, he threw me a sympathetic look before he began to weave us through the throng of clubbers.

      “Korry Moonan,” a drunk girl called out, lunging forward and sweeping him into a hug. Korry dropped my hand and peeled the girl’s arms from around his neck.

      “Nice to meet you, darlin’. Sorry we can’t stop, we’re late,” he informed her and grabbed hold of my hand again. He took off before she’d had a chance to absorb what had happened.

      “Hey,” the annoyed girl called after us. I glanced back and saw how disappointed she was that Korry hadn’t stopped to talk to her.

      “Levi’s waiting outside, I texted him,” he explained as the music faded into the distance and we could hear one another talk.

      “I don’t want to go to him,” I stated firmly as I stopped dead in my tracks.

      “What? Why?” he probed.

      “Were you there, a few minutes ago?” I asked sarcastically, pointing back in the direction we came from.

      “Do you believe her?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “What am I supposed to think? She’s either a clairvoyant and knows Jude left his takeout, or she really was there. Levi wasn’t with me two days ago. Plus, Sadie told me Levi had sent her to a spa for the night, while I was in Melbourne. Siranne could only have known Jude hadn’t eaten his whole takeout if she’d seen it.”

      Korry stuck his hands on his hips and hung his head in defeat. We stood silent for a few moments until he shook his head and stamped a foot. “Nah, I refuse to believe her. You have no idea what you’re dealing with here. There has got to be another explanation for what she said.”

      Even though I was furious I had been placed in such a position, I had to admire Korry’s loyalty to his bandmate. But I wasn’t a stupid person, and I wasn’t about to let anyone tell me what to make of everything that had gone down.

      “You heard her in there. If she’s playing games, it’s a master class. I left a mindfuck relationship with a guy that didn’t treat me right. I’m not interested in drama and ambiguities.” I pulled out my cell phone and called Nessa, who lived in Miami.

      “Nessa, I’m sorry it’s the middle of the night, but I need you to come to Dimond and pick me up. Can you do that?”

      “Wait? What? Is that you, Trinnie? What’s wrong,” she queried in confusion.

      “Please just do what I ask. I don’t have time for questions.”

      “Sure, I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”

      “Thank you,” I said, relieved. “Can you text me when you’re here and I’ll come out?”

      “Okay.” I heard her moving around and figured she was getting ready to leave.

      “Thanks, honey,” I said in a softer tone, before I cut off the call.

      “Now, I’m going to ask you to do something I know you won’t want to do. Please go down and tell Levi I left already.”

      Korry cast me a dark look and shook his head. “Can’t do that, darlin’,” he mumbled.

      “If you don’t, my public rejection will attract more attention to our situation. I have a daughter at school. The last thing I want is for her to become embroiled in all of this, when she doesn’t even know I was seeing Levi.”

      “He’s going to go ballistic if she’s lying,” he warned.

      “If … you, see? No one can be one hundred percent sure Siranne is lying.”

      “Levi will deny this. He’s so into you.”

      “Maybe, but he was once into her too. We can all deny things if we want to stay out of trouble.”

      Inhaling sharply, Korry held his breath as he stared me down. Exhaling slowly, he nodded. “Fine. But promise me you’ll talk to him tomorrow,” he bargained.

      Knowing this was the only way Korry would agree to cover for me, I nodded. “Although I don’t know what good it will do, I promise to hear him out, maybe not tomorrow, but I will talk to him, if you do this.”
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      Levi

      “What the fuck do you mean, she’s gone? Gone where?” I barked, grabbing Korry by his shirt.

      “Get your hands off him, Levi. Remember there are eyes everywhere,” Mikey said, like we were part of the resistance in an occupied country.

      “I went to take a fucking leak,” I muttered to myself as I walked around in circles and ran my hands through my hair. The car Mikey had called for me arrived, and he ushered Korry and I inside. Instead of climbing in the front like he normally would, Mikey climbed in the back beside us. I knew this could only have meant one thing—he thought Korry was at risk from me.

      For a moment I sat numb at that thought, until a wave of hurt and disappointment took over. “What? You think I’m gonna hurt him?” I challenged our bodyguard.

      “Not really, but better safe than sorry. You have a tour starting soon. Last thing you need is your keyboard player turning up on stage with a busted-up face,” Mikey replied.

      “I don’t punch people out anymore,” I barked.

      “Like you didn’t drink yourself unconscious recently, either?” he questioned, reminding me how badly I failed before.

      Korry interjected, by talking about Siranne.

      “She’s up there telling everyone how she had a day with you at your place. Is there something you want to tell us, Levi? She seemed to know too much about everything for that not to have happened,” Korry remarked, frowning.

      “It wasn’t like that,” I protested, my mind buzzing back to the drama she caused when she turned up.

      “It wasn’t like that?” Korry repeated with wide eyes like I’d dropped myself in the shit. I felt disappointed he had believed her.

      “What are you, a fucking parrot?” I snapped. “Yeah, she turned up. Did I invite her? What the fuck do you think? If you don’t know what to think, let me spell it out for you. No, I fucking well didn’t. Don’t you know her by now? That woman has a thirst for drama. I can’t believe you’ve all been taken in by her.”

      “You fucking fed her man. That doesn’t make it a flying visit,” Korry argued.

      “I did not feed her. Do you want me to explain or not?” I barked.

      “Have at it,” Korry replied. The look on his face told me he wasn’t convinced.

      “She turned up and sent the Uber away before she buzzed my gate. It was dark outside … around 8:30 p.m., I think. She woke me up. We’d had a late night the night before, so after Jude, Esther, Gemma and Leus left, I sent Sadie to the spa … you know as a thank you for all the shit she puts up with? Anyway,” I said getting back to the point of the conversation, “I let her in. What was I supposed to do? A woman alone in the dark, in a narrow lane? There are fucking panthers and alligators in Key Largo.”

      “So, you took her inside and then what?” Korry prompted, accepting my point on the wildlife.

      “She asked me for a drink. I said coffee and that she should leave. When we went into the kitchen, she went straight to the fridge saying she was starving.”

      “How did she know it was Jude’s takeout?”

      “Because I fucking told her. I said, you’re welcome to take Jude’s takeout leftovers with you,” I shrugged. “Or something like that.”

      Korry sighed, leaned back in the car seat, and threw his head back. “Fuck she’s a piece of work,” he muttered and let out a sigh.

      “Indeed,” Mikey agreed.

      “You swear that’s all that happened?” Korry asked. My gaze shifted to his, and he must have read a thought I had about her blouse. “What?” he asked.

      “She tore open the blouse she was wearing, but I swear I didn’t touch her,” I added. I held up my hands like it was a stick up to prove my point. “Buttons flew everywhere.”

      “What did you do then?” Korry probed again.

      “Poured her coffee down the sink, got her a T-shirt and called for some transport to get her the fuck away from me. If you don’t believe me, call my car service. They’ll have it on the invoice.”

      “No need for that,” Korry replied, “I believe you.”

      “No need for anything now, I’ve blown it with Trinnie,” I muttered.

      “If you explain it to her like you have to us, she’ll believe you,” Mikey said.

      “I shouldn’t need to explain. My fucking word should be enough,” I argued.

      “Not when you’re a newly divorced woman with a daughter, it isn’t. You’re a musician with a hell-raising reputation. That’s not the Levi she has gotten to know, but I’d bet any amount of money, it’s the Levi Milligan she’s read all about,” Mikey insisted.

      “Right,” I agreed, pissed that I should need to justify myself at all, when all along, I had done the right thing. But Mikey had seen the bigger picture in all of this, and Trinnie needed a man who told her the truth to build her trust.

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell her?” Korry pushed again.

      “Because there was nothing to tell … I mean, I did nothing wrong, and I didn’t even think about it after I’d blown her off.”

      Korry sighed. “I’ll see if I can catch up with her,” Korry offered, looking less irate now that he’d been told the truth. They should all have known better than to listen to Siranne’s lies anyway.

      “Okay, You two can go back inside. I’m going to get the driver to take me back to The Keys. I’m not staying at the penthouse tonight in case the drama follows me there.”

      “She doesn’t know you’re here … she had no idea who Trinnie was in fact. But Trinnie looked devastated, Levi. You need to call her and make this right,” Korry advised before he leaned over and opened the car door. We hadn’t moved an inch since we’d climbed inside. He stepped out, and instead of following after him, Mikey shifted and sat in his seat. “Out,” I barked, pissed that he hadn’t done as I’d asked him.

      “Not this time, Levi, I’m not Raff,” Mikey protested. “Last time you almost cost him his job. If you don’t want me to babysit when I think you’re under stress, take it up with the boss. That’s Donnie’s orders.”
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      Trinnie

      “Hey, Esther,” I muttered, reluctantly answering Levi’s sister. I slid out from between the sheets in Nessa’s spare bedroom and padded my way down the hallway to her kitchen. Nessa had left earlier, disturbing my sleep.

      My cell phone had been buzzing for most of the night with calls from Levi. I’d have turned the damn thing off, except my cell phone was also my business line, and I had an extremely important meeting later in the day. The last thing I’d needed was to be unavailable should my client need something else from me before we met up.

      “You need to take Levi’s call. It’s important,” she demanded as I pulled open my friend’s fridge door and took out a pitcher of apple juice.

      After I’d left Dennis, I’d sworn no man would ever make me cry again. And how’s that going for you, Trinnie? I thought to myself.

      “Excuse me, Esther, but since I left my deadbeat husband, I’ve gotten used to not giving in to a man’s demands,” I retorted as I filled a glass with the juice and put the pitcher back in the fridge.

      “Listen, I know how it looked last night, but it didn’t go down the way Siranne said at all.”

      I sighed as I took my drink and made my way to Nessa’s couch in the lounge. There was a mirror on the wall behind it and I caught sight of the dark circles and my puffy eyes in it.

      “I appreciate you’re Levi’s sister and that your brother has asked you to call—”

      “God, no, he hasn’t,” she countered. “He’d kill me for interfering. Jude too, for that matter.”

      “Then you’re

      a good sister,” I conceded. “But your rescue call isn’t going to do any good. I know what I heard. You were there the other day, so you also know Jude left some of his takeout.”

      “Jesus, if I thought for one minute my brother had touched that trollop again, I’d choke him myself. At least take his call. You heard what she said, at least hear the other side before you make up your mind. If you were in his shoes, I’m sure you’d want your say.”

      Esther didn’t strike me as the kind of person that would cover for somebody’s lies, but what did I know? How well did I really know Levi or any of these people? It suddenly struck me that I’d left my change of clothing and clean underwear in Levi’s car. Shit.

      “Are you still in Miami?” I asked when I realized I needed her help.

      “Yes, at the penthouse, why?”

      “Would you do me a favor and grab my overnight bag out of Levi’s trunk? I have an extremely important meeting today. If I text you the address I’m staying at, would you send it over to me in a cab?”

      “I would, but I don’t have Levi’s keys.”

      “I’m sure you could grab them without—”

      “Levi was livid at the stunt Siranne pulled,” she interjected. “He never came back to Dimond last night. After you left, he was so furious with Siranne and hurt by you that he had a car take him back to Key Largo last night.”

      “He did?”

      “Yes,” Esther said, sounding tired. “Mikey’s with him. You really should talk to him. Levi’s a lot of things, but one thing he isn’t, is a liar. He owns the mistakes he makes, and we all feel he’s a changed man since rehab and meeting you.” My heart sped up to hear how good I was for him. But it made it ache at the same time.

      “Korry said he believes Levi wouldn’t go back to the apartment in case Siranne hung around waiting to talk to any of us. She still has no idea he was in Miami … or who you were.”

      For a moment I felt like a bad person when my heart leapt to hear how miserable Levi had been, and that he had preferred to make the almost two-hour car journey home to avoid the possibility of running into his ex.

      That thought made me feel cruel for not allowing Levi to say his piece. “I’ll talk to him. Just not today. This is a big day for my brokerage, and I need to concentrate on business. I’m sorry, Esther, I’ve overslept, and now that I have no fresh outfit, I’m going to need to cut this call short. I have a meeting with an important client this afternoon and I need to find something to wear.”

      “I have some outfits in the apartment … I’m sure we could find something that fits,” she offered.

      “It’s okay. My girlfriend and I aren’t that much different in size, I’ll borrow something of hers.”

      “Call him. Or answer his call if he reaches out again.”

      “Leave it with me,” was the best I could offer. “I’ll catch up with you again. Take care, Esther,” I said before quickly ending the call.

      Even as I began raking through Nessa’s wardrobe to find one of her looser garments, I knew my mind would be half on my business and half on how I’d deal with Levi.
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      By the time I reached Key Largo that evening, I felt drained. My day had been a series of contradictions, beginning with the call from Esther and culminating in a quick taxi ride from South Beach to Miami International Airport to pick up a one-way car rental to drive back to my home in The Keys.

      Esther had all but argued Levi’s case to be heard and my huge Miami property developer had unexpectedly engaged me as his realtor. It was an amazing coup for a small brokerage like mine, to snag a massive contract with a property still being developed.

      The contract had already been drafted and signed, for me to manage the sale of a block of sixty-four units currently being constructed in a prime location on South Beach. My client agreed that if I manage to shift those at the right price point, he’d give me the contract to sell the four penthouses as well.

      All the way home, the distraction of the contract had helped keep my mind off Levi. My commissions from the house sales paid my daughter’s school fees, and I didn’t have the luxury of focusing on anything that distracted me from that.

      My brain began to power down as I entered the short street to my property, until I noticed a stranger’s car in my driveway. Being alone, I felt wary as I drew nearer. Drawing up across the front of my drive, I blocked the car in, but I kept my engine running. Then, I made out the silhouette of what I guessed was a small woman in the driver’s seat. Still cautious, I wound my electric window down a little, just enough to call out.

      “Hello?”

      Immediately the car’s interior light came on as the driver’s door opened. My heart pounded with fear. The dark car was like the one I’d seen previously at Levi’s house. My hand scrambled blindly inside my purse for my can of Mace, as I kept my eyes on the dark figure moving down the side of her car.

      Being a lone worker, I was always on my guard. However, even at home I felt isolated because although there were the other large properties on my street, these were vacation homes belonging to couples from Nebraska, Idaho, and Wyoming.

      “Where have you been? I’ve been sitting here for hours,” Sadie called out as she reached the trunk of her car.

      My body slumped in relief when I heard here familiar voice. “What the hell, Sadie? You almost gave me a heart attack!”

      “And you almost gave me hemorrhoids,” she shot back with her usual snarky tone. “What the fuck is this?” she asked, gesturing to the car like she was my mother … apart from the cussing.

      “Your boss left me stranded in Miami. This is a rental car I had to pick up at the airport.”

      “Oh, poor you,” she said, full of sarcasm. “The way I heard it, you abandoned him. My boss … as you call him, is so pissed off at that bitch Siranne, he can barely see straight. But the way I see it, you both did a number on him last night.”

      “I did a number on him?” I scoffed in disbelief.

      “Before we get into this, I think we should go inside. There could be so many hungry creatures lurking in the shrubbery around here. We could be standing here arguing one minute and one of us could get eaten the next.”

      “Jesus, and you said Siranne was dramatic?” I countered. As the words fell out of my mouth, a rustling noise came from a large bush at the center of next-door’s garden. Without conversing further, I hurriedly fished my house key out of my purse, jumped out of my car and we both ran for my front door.

      Sadie and I only drew breath once we were safely inside, I’d turned off my house alarm and the door had been bolted. Her chest heaved as she slammed her back against my hallway wall. I noticed she was clutching her laptop and her purse, and I thought it strange she had taken them out of the car before she’d even spoken to me. I was about to mention this when she said, “Fuck me. That was close.”

      “What was close?” I asked, distracted. I wondered if she seen something.

      “Whatever the hell that was out there. I hope you’ve got a spare bed because I ain’t leaving this house again tonight. I’m gonna need bright Florida sunshine before I even attempt to climb back into my car.

      I sighed, disappointed that I’d have to spend the night in her company when I had wanted to be alone. I also guessed she had turned up at my home to argue in Levi’s favor, when all I had wanted to do was climb into a bath full of hot soapy bubbles and drink a gallon of smooth red wine.
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      Trinnie

      “How did you find me?” I asked, kicking off my shoes and checking my heels for blisters. I was relieved to see the skin hadn’t broken.

      “Duh. Internet background check,” she remarked like I was stupid. “Don’t worry I didn’t find anything to blackmail you with. You got a great deal on this property, by the way,” she said, like she was an expert on property values in the area.

      “I know, but I’m realizing why. It’s damn scary coming home when there’s no one else around for a mile. Do you know how many freaky people live in the US?”

      “Tell me about it, I used to be one of those freaks you’re referring to.”

      I instantly felt disgusted with myself that she thought I meant homeless people or people with mental illness. “I was referring to those creepy guys that kidnap women and keep them in their basements,” I said to clarify.

      “Right,” she said, but the way her body swayed as she tried to shake off her tension told me differently. Sadie was still tetchy about her past. “I hope you don’t mind, but Levi told me a little about how you met,” I tentatively confessed.

      “Fucker,” she blurted. “Then that dude really likes you. I’ve never known him to share my business with anyone else. Not even that bitch Siranne knew my story. Levi told her I was the daughter of Jude’s mom’s friend who needed a job.”

      “He’s a good man,” I said without thinking. When I realized what I’d said, I wandered over to my wine rack and pulled out a bottle of Spanish Shiraz. “Do you …” I asked, not sure exactly what I was asking.

      “Yeah, I drink wine. I’ve never been addicted to anything, just so you know,” she stated.

      “I …” I was about to deny the thought had crossed my mind but shrugged instead and filled the two large glasses I’d set out.

      “Why did you come?” I asked.

      “I told you, Levi is hurting. Anyone who hurts him automatically gets added to my shit list.”

      “I see. So what? Is there a hit out on me?” I asked playfully.

      “Not yet, but you don’t have the smarts I had credited you with. I was beginning to like you, but now …”

      “You weren’t there, Sadie,” I stated tiredly. “Trust me, your loyalty is—”

      “This has fuck all to do with loyalty and everything to do with the truth. I’m going to show you something and I can tell you right now, it’s going to bring out your true feelings about Levi.”

      I slid her wine glass toward her on the counter. Wrapping her fingers around the stem, she lifted it and downed a large mouthful.

      Lifting my glass to my lips I took a sip and when the flavor hit my tastebuds it felt so welcome that I took a larger gulp.

      “See this?” she asked, dropping a Ziplock bag on the counter with a blue and black thong inside.

      “It’s not mine,” I said dryly. My chest tightened when my heart instantly filled with jealousy and hurt.

      “I know it isn’t,” she confessed.

      “So why—”

      Sadie held up her hand to stop me. “May I have your internet password?” she asked, opening her laptop.

      I gave her the code and she connected her laptop to the internet. After a minute, she clicked on the file she wanted. CCTV video footage began to play. “Look,” she instructed, pointing to Levi swimming in his pool. Siranne came into view and stood at the end of the pool near the house and began twirling in circles showing off her body.

      I closed the laptop. “So?”

      “Did you notice her wearing this?” she asked, nodding toward the thong. “He bought that for her when they first got together ... said it was his favorite on her.”

      My heart sank to the pit of my stomach with Sadie’s admission. “I don’t understand.” I swallowed hard because it hurt to hear him admire a girl who, to me, had a perfect body. My post baby body was curvy and nothing like her lean one. “What are you trying to say?” I snapped, irritated by the images of Levi studying another woman.

      “This video was the day Levi gave that to Siranne. Now I know you’d rather not see it, but when I’m done, I’ll have proven the lengths Siranne will go to, to get what she wants. I found this barely stuffed down the side of a chair yesterday, after you left for Miami.”

      “But the thong demonstrates—”

      “How cunning the bitch is,” she finished, cutting my sentence off. “I showed it to him this morning and he swears he didn’t touch her. I stood in front of Levi, and I watched that man think back to her visit. Believe me, I saw the moment he realized when she could have planted it. He thinks she put it there when he went to get her a T-shirt. Did you know the bitch ripped her blouse open to try to sway his feelings? Levi told me he shut her down, said he was happy and seeing someone else.”

      “He did?” My heart swelled that he had made such an admission to someone I sensed he still cared for.

      She nodded. “Now, I know she planted this to make whoever found it think they had done the deed.”

      “All it proves is she was there, and her underwear was left behind. That doesn’t suggest nothing happened,” I argued.

      “I thought you’d say that.” Sadie opened her laptop again and selected another file. “What I’m going to show you is the CCTV footage from the day she turned up unannounced.”

      She clicked on another file and the date displayed on the screen. The clock in the corner began counting in seconds. There was camera feed of Levi’s driveway at night. The clock ticked as Siranne walked up the drive. The camera feed then switched to one above the porch at the front door.

      “Look at the way she’s fixing her hair and smoothing her clothing down,” Sadie hissed. The camera switched to inside the hallway. Levi came slowly down the stairs. “Does that look like a guy that’s pleased to see someone?” she inquired. I had to admit how reluctant he appeared, with his slow pace and hesitancy behind the door.

      When he opened the door there was a brief conversation between them before she pushed past him and stepped inside. She spun around and instantly placed a hand on his chest. Levi clearly didn’t encourage this and grabbed her wrist as if to stop her from exploring further.

      “Wow,” I said when I read the determination on Siranne’s face as she pulled her hand away.

      “Look at his face. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him more pissed, in all the time I’ve known him,” Sadie informed me.

      There was another exchange between them in the hallway until Levi shook his head, turned, and walked past her and into the kitchen.

      “Unfortunately, there’s no CCTV on in the rooms when Levi is home. Only the hallway and the grounds outside. If there’s a breach in home security, the system gets overridden and the cameras in every room go live.

      “Breach in security?” I frowned at the thought and considered where I lived again. In my haste to break free from Dennis’ constant drama, I’d overlooked how isolated I’d be.

      “Yeah, like if one of the windows is opened from the outside or something,” she explained. “I don’t know exactly what happens because we’ve never had anything like that occur.”

      “So that’s it? That tells me nothing,” I muttered.

      “Jesus, you’re slow for a smart woman,” she admonished. “Keep watching.” So, we did.

      Both of us drank our wine, the glasses drained less than a minute later. I poured us both another and around three minutes later, Levi reappears in the hallway and sprints up the stairs. He jogged back downstairs with a piece of clothing in his hand and re-entered the kitchen.

      Again, we watch the seconds tick by on the clock. It’s seven minutes twenty-one seconds and counting when Levi reappeared in the hallway with Siranne following, dressed in his T-shirt instead of her blouse. He opened the door and assisted her out of the house. The outside camera picked up Levi on the porch as the security flood lights bathed the driveway.

      Levi made space from her as he walked her to the gate. Siranne didn’t look happy. In fact, from her stiff body language, she appeared irate. She even tried to slap him at one point, but the moment a car came into view she relaxed her poise.

      After she climbed in the car, she rolled down the window and said something to Levi who was already walking away.

      “That’s the car service Levi uses,” Sadie said.

      As the gates began to close, the car drove away. Levi flipped her the bird as he looked over his shoulder and the car disappeared around a corner.

      “There,” Sadie said as she froze the frame.  “Look at the time.  Nine minutes and twenty-three seconds from when the bitch arrived until the gates closed.”

      Shame instantly washed through me, that I hadn’t let him explain. “If you had been there and heard Siranne’s account …” I trailed off.

      “I’m telling you, girl, you need to get your ass over to the house first thing tomorrow and start to eat humble pie … that is if he’ll take you back.” A sharp jolt of shock hit me square in the chest at the possibility he may not. The level of devastation that flowed through me instantly brought me to tears.

      Sadie placed a hand over my forearm to comfort me. “Trinnie, consider this your initiation to Siranne’s world as a warning. But you must understand one thing if you are going to be with Levi Milligan. She won’t let him go without a fight and believe me the girl fights dirty. She hated when he was with Keela. But you must also realize that Levi has been cast as many things, but never as a liar.”

      “Thank you for going the extra mile to help me recognize what a fool I’ve been,” I said.

      “Trinnie, I’ve warmed to you, but don’t think for a minute I showed you all this to make you feel better. I did it for Levi. From the stories he’s shared with me, very few people have been in Levi’s corner in life, his band has for sure, and Jude’s family. But I don’t think anyone understands him quite like me.”

      “You know, Sadie, he’s lucky to have you,” I admitted, agreeing after the length that she had gone to, to prove his point.

      “And so are you. Don’t fuck things up with him. If you do, I think it would be a travesty for you both.”

      “Wise words from someone so young,” I praised. What if there had been no CCTV? I’d have let the best thing that had happened to me in years slip out of my hands. Thank goodness for Sadie.

      Sadie ignored my comment, lifted her glass and downed the rest of her wine. “Right, I’m tired. Can you show me where I’m sleeping?” And just like that, Sadie was back to being the closed-off, snarky housekeeper. Levi had seen what I believed few others had, Sadie was indeed a diamond in the rough.
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      “Where have you been? You had me worried last night,” I snapped at Sadie when she came in the front door and wandered into the kitchen. A flash of relief swept through me again when I saw her face.

      For three hours I’d texted her, worried when she’d gone out and had failed to come home. When she eventually responded she was staying the night with a friend, I felt how little I knew her. I’d always thought her a loner who didn’t mix well with people. But there were plenty of times I wasn’t around, so who really knew what Sadie did in her down time.

      “You’re welcome,” she snarked back and added, “I went to visit Trinnie.”

      Instantly her absence from home made sense. “You did what? Why did you go meddling in my business? How, the fuck, did you even know where she lived?”

      “Jesus, not you as well. Background check on the internet.”

      “You did a background check?” I asked, my eyes wide in surprise.

      “Are you going to grill me about the check, or are you going to ask what Trinnie said?”

      “Trinnie … but I’m pissed you checked her out.” My heart pounded in my chest with dread at the thought of Sadie and Trinnie slogging it out. Knowing how cutting my housekeeper could be, it made me apprehensive about the outcome. Every muscle in my upper body grew tense as I waited for an explanation.

      Sadie dumped her purse on the floor and her laptop on the counter. “Any coffee in the pot?” she asked, rounding the counter and eyeing the empty pot.

      “Sadie,” I warned because she was stalling.

      She pouted as she stared into the coffee pot and set it back on the machine. Pulling the handle on the fridge door, she glanced inside and took out a carton of milk. “She’s going to call you later this morning.”

      “And?” I asked, watching her take a mug and pour herself some milk.

      “If I’m not wrong, she’ll be here by this evening.”

      “You think? What did you say to her?” I asked as I ran my hands nervously through my hair.

      “That she was a dick … and that Siranne was a cunt.”

      “Jesus, Sadie,” I muttered as I rubbed the back of my neck. I loved the girl with every bone in my body, but her unique brand of diplomacy was an acquired taste.

      “Tell me exactly what you said,” I demanded, because I’d had all night to consider exactly how I’d feel if I lost Trinnie through no fault of my own. It made me realize I had truly fallen for her.

      “I gave her a masterclass in detecting the truth and I figure she’s feeling pretty shitty about how she behaved in Miami, right now. But I’ll let her tell you that for herself.”

      “And how did you do that?”

      “I took the CCTV footage from the house with me. Oh, and by the way, that skanky gate-crasher left your favorite thong here. I dumped it in Trinnie’s trash this morning before I left her house.”

      “She did what? She was wearing the bra of that set …” I began. “You took that to Trinnie’s house?” I felt horrified Sadie would do something like that to me.

      “I did. I decided Trinnie might as well know how devious Siranne is and what lengths she’d go to, to get what she wants. Now think how you’d feel if I brought Trinnie’s ex’s underwear from her house to you.”

      “Fucking livid … jealous—”

      “Exactly,” she interrupted. “Nothing like props to bring out a person’s true feelings, and to make them sit up and listen.”

      “Where the hell did you come from?” I mused because the things she did sometimes blew me away.

      “Maybe I fell out of the sky?” she mused. Sadie had never told me exactly where she’d lived before I found her.

      “Feels like it sometimes. My very own potty-mouthed, snarky, guardian angel.”

      “You got that right,” she said, with a rare glint in her eye. Sadie rarely showed an affectionate side to her personality, so I took that as a win. “I’m off to have a long soak in the bath now. I’m kind of hungover from those massive glasses of wine your woman shared with me as she drowned her sorrows last night.”

      “What? But you don’t drink,” I remarked, narrowing my eyes to gauge if what she said was the truth. She did look rougher than usual for the morning, and her eyes were a little bloodshot.

      “I know.  Sometimes, the lengths I would go to for you scares the shit out of me.”

      “For the record, I love you too, Sadie,” I replied, with genuine affection in my tone. “No matter how hard that shell of yours is, my biggest achievement in life would be to make you believe how incredible of a person you are, and to see you settled and happy.”

      “I am settled and happy, Levi.”

      “Fuck me, if cleaning house and ironing my smalls makes you happy, I’d hate to see you miserable,” I teased as I scooped her into a hug. Usually Sadie didn’t like being touched, so it surprised me when she hugged me back. “You’re one of my favorite people, Sadie, despite that porcupine skin,” I said playfully.

      Sadie clung a little tighter before she pushed me away. “I’d like to say the same thing about you. But I feel if I did, you’d start taking advantage, and before I knew it, you’d be stretching your boundaries and I’d be tending to your every whim.”

      I chuckled when she swiped her purse off the floor and made for the patio door. “By the way, if you want to stand a chance with Trinnie, I’d shave off those whiskers. Your chin is no longer fashionably scruffy and you’ve begun to look like a hobo.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, giving her a clipped salute and turned. “Christ, that girl is a ballbuster,” I muttered to myself as I made for the hallway.

      “Yep, and you better believe that as well,” she said, calling back to me. I glanced over my shoulder as she closed the patio door and she flashed me a wicked grin.
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      “You can see why I believed what Siranne said,” Trinnie insisted. It was the first time I’d witnessed her acting awkward toward me, as she apologized for the third time since she’d arrived at my home.

      All morning I had checked my cell phone in anticipation of her call, after Sadie said she would. The call didn’t come. I couldn’t begin to explain the relief I’d felt when she’d turned up at my gate just after 2:00 p.m.

      “I can’t pretend I’m not pissed that you wouldn’t allow me my voice,” I muttered, still aggrieved as I took a seat across from the couch in my great room. I’d had persistent heartburn ever since I’d learned what Siranne had done.

      “I know,” she agreed. “But what was I supposed to think? Plus, it was our first time out together in a truly public setting. I had Gabrielle to think about. You have no idea how angry I was. If I had come down and met you like you’d wanted, we’d have argued.

      “Besides, I felt distressed, and I know I’d have cried if I saw you. I was emotional and in no fit state to have a confrontation with you. Don’t forget Gabrielle has no idea that we’re involved. I wouldn’t have wanted her to find out that we’re more than friends like that. What if someone sold a video of us or something?”

      Trinnie had a point. I had to admit I hadn’t really considered her position about Gabrielle until Mikey had mentioned it at the time. Blind rage had taken over by the time I’d learned that Siranne had gate-crashed our evening, and like always, that girl brought out the worst in me.

      “Dramatic situations are the kind I prefer to avoid. Did you consider how it may have appeared from my perspective … how I must have felt? How humiliating do you think that was for me? I didn’t want to believe her. In fact, I didn’t until the takeout comment.”

      “That’s Siranne for you,” I admitted, shifting from my seat and sitting next to her. “She’s always been cunning … an opportunist,” I muttered, pissed at the thought my ex-girlfriend had tried to make my bandmate believe her lies.

      “What a nasty girl, to have gone to all that trouble to make your bandmates believe her story. But I’ll know next time …” she stopped and I could tell by her sad expression that she felt sorry for not believing me. “That is, if we’re …”

      When she glanced up at me, her normally bright blue eyes appeared dull and clouded with worry. The whole episode had left her insecure.

      My eyes narrowed in question. “If we’re what? Still … involved? Do I still want to see you? Hell, yes, we’re deeply involved now. But you need to trust that I’m not the guy I was when I was with her … or Keela. Siranne’s move helped kill off any affection I had left for her.”

      “I get that she has a long history with you …” she began.

      “Bad history. I should have kicked that girl to the curb a long time ago. You’re what matters now to me. If anything, Siranne turning up at my house helped to wipe any doubts from my mind about us. I felt sick with guilt that I even let her in my home because of you.”

      When uncertainty swirled in her eyes, I automatically took her hand in mine, to reassure her. Although, I imagined that I gained the most comfort from my gesture when soft skin brushed with mine.

      Relief ebbed through me until the ache in my heart eased and I felt at peace. I breathed easier when the tight feeling in my chest disappeared.

      I quickly realized, me taking her hand, had had an entirely different effect on Trinnie. When she glanced up at me, I read doubt in those eyes, and it dawned on me that what she’d dealt with was a lot for a newly divorced woman. Never mind, the complication of my past reputation.

      “Wow,” she muttered. Her expression remained serious as her eyes searched my face again.

      Releasing her hand, I cradled her face with them and stared into her eyes. “When you wouldn’t take my calls yesterday, it almost drove me insane,” I confessed. “You have no idea how frustrated that made me, girl. I honestly thought I had lost you. But you know what? You’re here, and I know this isn’t the most romantic of situations, but I just want you to know, I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      Tears glistened in Trinnie’s eyes as I confessed my true feelings. I sat silently waiting for her to respond as she fought in vain to swallow her emotions down. However, it wasn’t long before she lost the battle with her heart, and they flowed freely anyway.

      “Hey,” I coaxed softly. I stared at how beautiful she was, even when she cried. I leaned forward and kissed the salty tears from her cheeks, but more trickled down her face. “Is it such an awful prospect to be loved by a wayward rockstar?” I teased.

      My comment brought a small smile to her face, and she chuckled. She lifted a hand and brushed her tears away and shrugged, too choked to speak. Sliding my hands down her arms, I pulled her in for a hug.

      “It’s okay, you don’t need to say it back. I just needed you to know where I stand. All I can hope for is that you want to stick this thing out with me, despite all the shit that’s happened in the last couple of days.”

      “Yes,” she whispered and nodded. “Yes, I …” she swallowed roughly and stared longingly into my eyes. She had no need to say anything else, her affection for me was written all over her face with the appreciative smile that she gave me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 65

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi

      After a long night of worshiping Trinnie’s body, I felt peaceful and confident I’d secured my coveted place in her heart. I also realized the last great sleep I’d had besides this one was when I’d slept next to her back in Charlotte. I shifted onto my side to face her as I watched my beautiful woman sleep.

      Seeing her naked chest rise and fall with her deep even breaths had a soothing effect upon me and when I became conscious of my own breathing, I realized its pace was in sync with hers.

      For once in my life, the dice had rolled in my favor, and I’d made the right choice. Passion that grew between two people was far better than the kind that singed my soul and left me feeling bitter.

      This time I had let my head lead the way, and it was better because I hadn’t felt a need to test our relationship by putting demands on it. We might have met again by chance, and we may not have been ready to take a chance on the connection we’d both felt. But despite, our slow start, and our reluctance to define what we were, we’d fallen in love anyway.

      I never thought I’d see the day where I’d be thankful for Siranne’s fucked-up brand of drama. But I was. Prior to her stunt at my home, I’d been perplexed about my true feelings toward her. That uncertainty had prevented me from seeing what an incredible woman Trinnie was, and I’d been left with no ambiguities about how I felt about her.

      “Mornin’,” Trinnie croaked when she opened her sleepy eyes and stared straight back at me.

      “Morning, gorgeous.” After we’d spent a minute gazing into one another’s eyes, I gave her a slow smile and slid my hand across her belly. “Come here. You’re too far away over there,” I said, snagging her hip and pulling her over to me. She still wasn’t close enough, so I lifted her up over me.

      “I’m too heavy to lie on top of you like this,” she protested, and tried to slip back off my body.

      “Nonsense, you feel perfect lying on me,” I replied as my hands slid down to her ass and I cupped a cheek in each hand. Pinning her in place, I gave her a slow smile.  “Can you feel how pleased I am to hold you on me like this?”

      She chuckled. “Any virile man is happy to be half smothered by a woman if his morning glory is standing to attention.” Trinnie wiggled her pubic bone against my morning wood and a pang of desire rippled through me.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, as one hand slid up her back and cupped the back of her neck. “Are you a morning person?” I asked, peppering her face, chin and neck in small kisses. Goosebumps instantly covered her body.

      “Since you’re my new boyfriend, I’m still an anytime person,” she admitted. My hand left her ass cheek and slid between her legs. “Damn, you’re dripping wet,” I ground out in delight.

      “I know, it’s embarrassing,” she admitted. “For the life of me, I can’t keep my undies dry around you.”

      “You’re not wearing any … undies,” I grinned. “Which …” I kissed her softly on the lips and caught her gaze again. “Is exactly how I like you. Just think,” I suggested. “I could be sitting talking shit with the guys one minute and looking at you the next, wondering exactly how wet you are.”

      “Oh, great,” she mumbled sarcastically, as she wriggled over my dick again. My wandering fingertips stroked up and down her warm, slick seam. “Oh, sweetheart, you are so ready for me. I can’t decide whether I want to fuck you or lick up all this delicious nectar until you scream.”

      My dirty words made her squirm atop me as my fingers cruised unhurriedly up and down her seam, like I was in no hurry to do more. Her eyes went wide with surprise when I suddenly dipped one finger in, pulled it out and added another.

      “Holy shit,” she cussed, shocked, but her legs instantly spread wider. Pulling my fingers out, I sucked them into my mouth, released them and flipped her onto her back. Sliding my hand between her thighs again to my favorite spot, I felt she was even wetter.

      “Damn, you’re drenched,” I informed her, repositioned myself between her legs. I could slide right on in here,” I muttered.

      “Do it. I have an IUD and I believe we’re both clean since we’ve only been with one another.

      I swallowed hard because it had been years since I’d ridden bareback with any woman, but I wasn’t about to argue about it, so I drove my cock home.

      “Oh, Levi,” she groaned as she adjusted her position and ground herself closer against me. Trinnie’s nails clawed down my back and when I buried my face in the crook of her neck, she instantly sank her teeth in my shoulder and sucked hard on my skin. There was no uncertainty about marking me as her animalistic side took over. “Fuck, you like it rough?” I muttered and instantly reacted in kind, bruising her neck in a love bite.

      “Sometimes … this time,” she muttered as she wrapped her long legs around my waist and dug her heels in to pull me closer.

      Gone was the tentative dance of feeling each other out that had been present during our previous sessions in bed. In their place was pure, carnal desire and raw dirty sex.

      “Warm, wet and wanton,” I muttered. “Three of my favorite things about you,” I admitted as I thrust hard in and out of her.

      “Have you ever made women any other way?” she questioned playfully.

      My chest tightened a little as a guilty feeling ran through me. There had been many women before her, yet I admired that Trinnie wasn’t fazed by that, nor had she appeared jealous when she mentioned them. Unlike me, who felt an instant surge of envy when she’d mentioned the guy she’d slept with shortly after getting divorced. Even the thought of her meeting with men during her working day now made me feel slightly irrational.

      “What other women? How can you talk about all those faceless women when I’m moving inside you and my only concern is with how I make you feel?” I asked, desperate for her to believe me.

      The lust in Trinnie’s eyes cleared for a few seconds as love filled them instead. A strong wave of fear ran through me that she may think my words had been said in a moment of passion, and a sudden need to claim more of her rippled through me. Shifting her legs from my waist, I put her calves up on my shoulders. With this change in angle, I sank lower into her. In this deep-seated position her inner walls rubbed my cock in all the right ways.

      It was quite unusual for me to stay face-to-face during sex, but I got as much pleasure from watching Trinnie’s reaction to me as I got from being balls deep in her.

      “God, you feel so good,” Trinnie mumbled. She let out a sexy little growl from the back of her throat as she tried to maintain eye contact with me. She failed as ecstasy overwhelmed her and her eyes rolled back in her head. “Don’t stop,” she immediately ordered as her warm, wet walls tightened around me.

      “Christ,” I said again, as I gave her what she asked for and pounded her faster and harder. My hand slid around her throat. The moment my fingers tightened around it, her body began to convulse.

      “Sweet Jesus,” she choked out through gritted teeth before her jaw went slack and her mouth formed a gigantic O.

      “Oh, fuck.” I almost came when I saw how beautiful she looked in complete submission beneath me, and from how tightly she squeezed my cock when she clenched around me. Stars burst behind my eyes as my body locked tight and I surrendered to my own heady release.
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      Stirring from sleep, my hand automatically reached to the other side of the bed, and I found it empty.

      Had Trinnie gone home … work? She hadn’t mentioned needing to leave, but I supposed we’d been so busy making up during the previous day that we hadn’t spoken much about anything other than us.

      I glanced to my nightstand for my cell phone before I remembered I’d left it downstairs. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I inhaled deeply and stretched out in bed.

      Something innate told me it was late in the day and as I’d felt thirsty, I rolled out of bed and padded into my bathroom. Reaching for the shower faucet, I turned the jets on, went back to the sink and filled a glass with water.

      Ten minutes later, I had showered, brushed my teeth and dressed in a pair of blue board shorts.

      Voices drifted up from the kitchen and I realized one of them was Trinnie. Suddenly I had a spring in my step as I headed downstairs to see her.

      “You’re not as fit as you thought you were, eh?” Sadie goaded as she placed a cup of coffee on the countertop and nodded for me to sit next to it.

      “What the hell time is it?” I asked, glancing up at the oven clock. “Surely, that can’t be right? 4:35 p.m.?”

      “Yep, and I’m afraid I have to leave,” Trinnie replied, sliding off her stool and standing next to me.

      “At this time of the day?” I asked, lifting the coffee and taking a sip.

      “Yeah, I need to go home, change and drive up to South Beach for a dinner appointment.”

      “With?” I challenged.

      “A wealthy client from California.”

      “A male, wealthy client from California?” I probed with narrowed eyes. I held my coffee cup poised near my mouth.

      “As it happens, yes. He’s very wealthy, very old, and very not my type.”

      “Good. Then I won’t insist on going with you.”

      Trinnie chuckled. “Now that would be funny. Me walking into dinner with a rock star on my arm to chaperone me on a business dinner.”

      “Don’t mock me, I’m highly protective. Ask social services, they came to me to offer guardianship of Esther. Besides, now that I’ve made a commitment and given my heart to you, I want to make sure you don’t bruise it.”

      Sadie had been standing watching our exchange. “Why do I feel suddenly nauseous?”

      “Well, you know what to do if you don’t like it,” I replied, nodding toward the patio door for her to leave.

      “I can’t leave, Trinnie made me promise not to leave her alone with you. She has no other underwear with her.”

      Trinnie’s jaw dropped as she stared at Sadie, wide eyed. “I never said any such thing,” she argued.

      Sadie chuckled and looked pleased with herself that she’d gotten a reaction from Trinnie. Turning her back to us for a second, she began pulling ingredients out and placing them on the counter. She had begun to prepare dinner for later, leaving Trinnie dumbfounded beside me.

      I chuckled, slid my hand around Trinnie’s waist and pulled her close. As my housekeeper was on the other side of the counter, she could only see my girl from the waist up. Taking advantage of this, I parted her legs with my knee and slid my hand between her thighs. Trinnie’s thighs clamped shut as I reached her crotch and I chuckled. She relaxed her legs and moved away from me.

      “Didn’t you say you had something to do today?” she asked. I heard the admonishment in her tone and Sadie raised a brow. “Did I miss something there?” she asked, her finger wagging between my girl and me.

      “Nope,” we both said sounding conspiratorially together.
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      The following weeks before our tour, turned out to be some of the calmest, most stabilizing weeks of my life. Trinnie did her realtor thing, while I stayed home and wrote copious song lyrics. When she wasn’t working, we spent every waking moment together.

      Being in love made my heart feel light and I was happy down to my soul. When that connection of smoldering embers we’d had from the beginning suddenly became a roaring fire, we had little chance of denying what we felt for one another.

      “Have you ever fucked in the ocean?” I asked, breaking the silence with my obtuse question. We had taken a walk barefoot, hand in hand, in our swimwear before sunset. As we strolled along the shoreline, the incredible, serene scene of gentle waves and the sinking sun in the sky made the mood of our walk perfect.

      “Levi?” she questioned. The look with one eyebrow raised that implied I’d gone mad. “I’m from Florida. Show me a girl that hasn’t.”

      I chuckled. “Dennis?” His name should have brought a growl to my throat, but the dude was a loser. A loser who had let a fabulous, smart, sexy woman walk away. If I ever met him, I’d shake the poor bastard’s hand.

      She nodded. “I’ve never done it on a tour bus before though, so all things considered, your lifestyle should bring many ‘firsts’ for a girl like me.”

      “A girl like you, huh?” I asked stopping. I pulled her flush to my chest. I dropped my forehead to hers and when she looked up at me with growing lust in those huge blue eyes, I felt myself harden the instant she smiled.

      “And what would some of these ‘many firsts’ be that I need to fulfill?”

      She grinned. “Ah, well, it would be too easy if I just rattled off a list for you. Besides I won’t know them until they happen. Wouldn’t it be more fun for you to find those out for yourself?”

      I slid my hands to her ass and pulled her tighter to me. “That works too … could be fun uncovering all these little kinky things about you,” I agreed.

      I schooled my expression and asked a question that had been on my mind for the previous few days.  “Can I ask for a first?”

      “Sure,” she replied as the light in the sky began to fade. I took a moment to glance at the sun’s orange glow on the ocean and slid my gaze back to hers.

      “Do I qualify for a proper introduction to Gabrielle yet?” I wasn’t prepared for the sharp intake of breath Trinnie took or how her body stiffened. My heart immediately sank before she’d even spoken. “I’ll take that as a no then,” I replied dryly, not waiting for her to dig deep for an excuse.

      She placed a hand on my chest, and it instantly felt like a firm barrier between us. “It’s not that I don’t want to. I know I said I would, but …” she trailed off.

      “Don’t you trust me?” I barked.

      The hesitation was fleeting, but there all the same. “Yeah, does it need to be yet? Gabrielle is—”

      “Part of you,” I finished. There was no point is letting her scramble around for something to soften the blow of denying me an introduction to her daughter.

      “I want her to know you, believe me. But look, it hasn’t been all that long since I split from her father. She hasn’t been taking the divorce well. My relationship with him is completely different from theirs. She idolizes Dennis …”

      “And I’m beginning to idolize her mom,” I shot back. My chest tightened as I argued my point. “You need to tell me right now if I’m not enough, because that’s what you’re telling me, although not in so many words.”

      Trinnie grabbed hold of the waistband of my shorts and held on tight. “God, no. Levi, look at you. You’re beautiful, amazing, talented, damned well famous,” she sighed, “of course you’re enough,” she argued.

      “Then you can’t think you’re enough for me,” I countered. “Don’t you see a long-term arrangement being built here?” I asked honestly.

      She shrugged and I had my answer. “You don’t see what we have lasting?” I asked, hurt because I’d given her my trust. I took a step back and twisted out of her grasp.

      Frustration built inside my chest until I thought I’d explode with temper. Taking a deep breath to measure my mood, did nothing for me. I turned, kicked a spray of water into the air and stuck my hands on my hips. “Then what the fuck are we doing here, Trinnie? Me … I’m all in.”

      My gaze locked on hers and she stood watching me. “Nothing to say?”

      “Of course, I have …” she replied.

      “Is it what I do?” I thought, frantically. “Is it my fame? My history? What is it that’s holding you back?” I asked, searching for reasons she felt like she did.

      “It’s complicated. I mean Gabrielle goes to boarding school. I don’t get much time to discuss things at length right now,” she argued.

      “Then make the time. Yes, you have a daughter. Fuck I practically had one myself at one point, a few years ago. I stepped up to be guardian to a sister I didn’t know I had. I’m a good man. Fuck. What does it take for people to see the real me?”

      “Levi,” she started, but I had already begun to trudge my way across the sand as I headed for the board walk. By the time she caught up with me, I’d reached the shower, and was washing the sand from my feet.

      “Stop this. I am not rejecting you in any way. I love you, but this isn’t a question of whether you have the right credentials to be in Gabrielle’s life. This is about a young girl who is still getting used to her parents living in separate homes … living separate lives.”

      “Right, but don’t you think that it would be better to be honest with your daughter from the start, rather than have me friend zoned because you don’t know how to handle this?”

      “Do you? Are you an expert in childcare suddenly?”

      “Are you?” I snapped. “I mean, there’s no actual manual on how to raise kids.”

      As we stood there arguing, the last light died and we found ourselves in the dark. I took her hand, partly to show her that I wasn’t walking away from us because I didn’t get my own way, and partly because I wanted to keep her safe.

      We walked in silence until we crossed the road and reached the gates of my property. “Respect and honesty helps kids learn to be resilient. But trust me when I tell you, hiding things from them, even if your intentions are well meant, teaches them to bury secrets. Don’t you want your daughter to be open with you when she’s older?”

      “Now you really are an expert,” she snapped in a tone laced with sarcasm.

      “I was that child once. The one who had two parents and suddenly life changed. Except my father wasn’t honest about what happened between my parents. I know it’s not the same thing, but the premise is still there. My father couldn’t find it in him to be honest with me. How do you think I felt to know I had a sister all these years? You have no idea the questions I have that will always remain unanswered.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply you hadn’t thought about this,” she suggested.

      “Good, because I knew coming into this relationship that you were a single mom with a daughter. Maybe you should have considered how you’d introduce a new partner to Gabrielle before you had me all in.” The shocked expression on Trinnie’s face hurt my heart and I figured, in my rage, I’d gone too far.

      “That’s why I said I wasn’t ready,” she said, quietly as we wandered up my driveway, onto the porch and stopped at the front door. “I’m already the devil in the breakup between Dennis and me. I was the one who rocked the boat and shook-up Gabrielle’s happy existence.”

      “No. I won’t allow you to take the blame for a marriage that one person was fighting for. Dennis must accept responsibility for his part in it too. You weren’t happy. He didn’t make you happy … and if what you say is true, he couldn’t be bothered to try,” I reasoned.

      She nodded. “He didn’t. The irony is he stopped trying the moment Gabrielle was born.”

      Taking her in my arms, I kissed the top of her head. Yes, I was pissed by her reaction, but it dawned on me that it was Trinnie’s fear of being rejected by her daughter that held her back.

      “From what I saw, your daughter is far from stupid. She’s going to be ten on her next birthday. She’s capable of understanding what the deal is between us. Yes, she may be hurt by the news, but do you think she’ll be less hurt if she sees a picture of you and me in the tabloids or her friends’ parents’ comment on something that is inadvertently posted on social media?”

      She lifted her head and stared up at me for a long moment before she shrugged and blew out a breath. “You’re right. Any change in my circumstance that is likely to impact on her, should be shared with her first, and it’s my job to deal with the fallout,” she snapped.

      “Our job, Trinnie,” I corrected. “You’re not on your own. We’ll tell her together and if it goes tits up, you can blame me until she comes around. But you are a kick ass woman and a kick ass mom, and I have every confidence in your ability to support your daughter. As for me, it’ll be my job to find common ground, so wish me luck with that.”

      Trinnie smiled and although she appeared worried, I figured she knew I was right, the sooner Gabrielle knew about us, the sooner we’d overcome that hurdle.
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      Trinnie

      Gabrielle’s eyes lit up when she saw Levi’s buddy’s seaplane waiting for us at St. Augustine, to fly us down to meet him in West Palm Beach for the weekend.

      Jude had given us his condo, and although I was nervous about telling Gabrielle our news, Levi’s confidence that everything would be okay had somewhat rubbed off on me.

      Dressed in a white linen shirt and a pair of his signature board shorts, Levi looked every inch the superstar he was as he casually stepped out of the blacked-out Mercedes SUV and stood behind Bodhi. I took a moment to enjoy him as my daughter and I walked along the jetty. As we got closer, he flashed me his incredible panty-melting smile. My heart skittered in my chest, both with excitement at seeing him and with apprehension of what we had arranged.

      “Hello, ladies,” Levi said, smiling warmly firstly at Gabrielle, and then at me. “Thank you for coming, it’s really nice to see you.” I almost laughed because Levi was on his best behavior and minding his Ps and Qs.

      “Hi, Levi,” she muttered shyly, but I was impressed because she didn’t slip behind me like she would normally do with people.

      “It’s a beautiful afternoon and still a few hours until dark, so I thought it might be nice to take a boat out and do a bit of dolphin spotting. Would that be okay with you, Gabrielle?”

      My daughter’s beautiful blue eyes instantly lit up and her breathing got faster, clearly excited by Levi’s suggestion. When he’d suggested taking a speed boat out, I’d told him that would be a perfect ice breaker for Gabrielle because she adored dolphins.

      “Alright then. Bodhi, you can park the car while I get these two beautiful ladies situated on the boat.”

      The boat in question was a gorgeous eight-seater, which Bodhi drove while Levi, Gabrielle and I sat watching for dolphins. It wasn’t long before we came across a pod of nine, three pairs with babies and Gabrielle squealed in delight.

      Levi produced a camera for her and told her if she took the pictures that he’d help her edit them on his computer.

      “Look at that one, Levi, it’s smiling,” Gabrielle told him.

      Levi flashed me that sexy, toothy grin before pulling a face that said, ‘really?’ behind my daughter’s back when she wasn’t looking.

      When she was all tuckered out from the excitement and we were making our way back, Levi gave me a wink which signaled that he figured it was time to do what we’d planned.

      “Have you had a good time?” I asked her.

      “The best. I can’t wait to see these pictures for real,” she said inspecting the pictures through the digital camera screen.

      “That’s good, we’re so glad you had fun,” I replied, placing my hand over the camera and moving it away from her face. “Honey there’s something that Levi and I want to talk to you about.”

      A frown instantly creased her brow. “What?”

      “You know how I told you the last time we went to Levi’s house that we were friends?”

      “Mm, hm,” she replied, her eyes darting from me to Levi and back to me again.

      “Well … at that time he was … just a friend, I mean.” My heart clenched and fractured a little that the smile she had on her face would instantly disappear once I told her our news.

      “What your mom’s trying to say is, we knew each other a long time ago. When we weren’t much older than you are now in fact,” Levi said confidently. “Then, we bumped into one another on the beach near my house.”

      “Right,” she said, nodding.

      “Since then, your mom and I have become good friends, so good that we have fallen in love.”

      “No!” Gabrielle sobbed, throwing herself dramatically across the two empty seats next to her and began to wail. I went to comfort her, but Levi held up a hand.

      A few moments later she sat up and wiped her tears. “I’m sorry that came as a shock to you, Gabrielle. I want to take care of your mom, and at the same time we wanted you to be the first to know.”

      “You’re not my dad,” she shouted, so loud Bodhi turned and looked over his shoulder. He pursed his lips and turned back to watch where he was going.

      “I get that, and I have no wish to replace him. A dad is a very special man in a young girl’s life. He’s the first man that will ever love you, so I’m glad you feel strongly about that.”

      Gabrielle frowned but sat silently. “Do you know your mom was worried about telling you about being happy?”

      “What? Why?” she asked. She looked shocked when she glanced at her mom.

      “Why do you think?” Levi asked, displaying a gentle, infinite amount of patience I’d never have guessed he had.

      “Because I’ll tell my dad?”

      Levi looked to me and I knew he wanted me to answer her question.

      “No. Your dad and I aren’t together anymore, so what I do doesn’t matter to him. Do you know I hope your dad finds someone to else to love just like I have with Levi?”

      “I didn’t know that,” she replied.

      “Just because your dad and I aren’t married anymore doesn’t mean we hate one another, Gabrielle. We’re happier living apart.”

      “He doesn’t look it,” she mumbled.

      “Well, maybe not now, but he will one day.”

      “Then why were you worried to tell me you’re happy?”

      “Because I was afraid it would make you … unhappy.”

      “It did. I like Levi … a bit.”

      Levi chuckled. “I’ll take it,” he said with a grin. “But you know, Gabrielle, I love your mom, and I know how important you are to her, so I’m hoping one day when we know one another a little better, you’ll learn to love me too.”

      “But you won’t be my dad,” she said defiantly.

      “Good, I’m too handsome to have a daughter your age,” he teased.

      She smiled. “You’re way old,” she uncharacteristically teased back, and side bumped him with her hip. The moment she did that, I figured, Levi was right. He’d won my heart effortlessly, and from how honestly he’d handled breaking our life-changing news to my shy, stubborn daughter, he was well on his way to winning her little one as well.
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      Levi

      “By that cheesy smile and relaxed vibe rolling our way, I’d say all’s well in the land of Trinnie and Levi,” Korry taunted with a grin.

      “

      Yeah, that’s definitely the look of a man well laid,” Deakon agreed, lowering the tone of the conversation to the gutter as per usual.

      “Knock it off, that’s my lady y’all’s ragging on,” I remarked, sounding good humored.

      “Definitely been laid,” Korry said, decisively. “Otherwise, he’d have knocked you the fuck out for that comment,” Korry told Deakon.

      “Jesus, you really are children in adult men’s bodies,” I shot back, pretending to be annoyed.

      “So, it’s all good?” Jude inquired more subtly regarding the progress between Trinnie and me. His comment distracted me from my other three bandmates, who sat eagerly waiting to hear the latest news.

      Mikey had picked me up fifteen minutes before on the waterfront and entered Jude’s condo carrying the smallest of my suitcases under his arm like it was a weightless bag of cotton balls and not an awkward, square piece of luggage. He also had a heavy, soft bag in each of his hands.

      “What time are the tour buses arriving? I was so tempted to leave all this shit in the trunk of the car instead of dragging it all up here,” he stated.

      “They should be here any minute,” Jude informed him.

      “It’s not shit. You’ve got my laptop, charger and all my other valuables in that small hardcase under there,” I said, pointing to his underarm.

      “Well, I don’t see why everyone couldn’t have met down in Miami, instead of up here in West Palm Beach,” Mikey grumbled.

      “Bailey’s in town with the family to see my parents. Greg and Deakon were in Daytona until today, and Levi didn’t want to bus it up here from Miami. So we decided we’d all meet in the middle,” Jude said.

      “Why are you complaining anyway? Are you on the rag?” Deakon asked, eyeing Mikey closely.

      “Nah, I have a bitch of a toothache,” he replied, rubbing his cheek.

      “Toothache?” Bodhi asked, interested. “That’s gonna distract you from doing your job,” he muttered, seemingly unconcerned about Mikey’s pain.

      “Thanks,” he grumbled, “Never mind that I’m dying over here, that’s not important at all,” Mikey countered.

      “Dying? Don’t be so fucking dramatic,” Jude said. “Tell, you what. Let me get my dentist to take care of you. He’ll fix it before we head out. It’s after hours, so he won’t have an issue fitting you in.”

      Mikey paled and Korry laughed. “I’m thinking big tough Mikey here is scared of the dentist’s drill.”

      “Fuck off, Korry, or big tough Mikey will have you shitting into a colostomy bag.”

      Deakon and Greg laughed. “Good one, Mikey,” Deakon said. “But seriously dude, I’d pick Jude’s dentist over one we might come across in some hick town, at the back of bum fuck beyond, if it becomes an acute emergency.”

      “An acute emergency? It’s a fucking tooth, not heart surgery,” Mikey argued.

      “Yeah, until it becomes a huge puss abscess and some hick from the sticks dental genius has to drain the fucker with a needle.”

      “Alright, shut the fuck up. I’ll get it looked at,” Mikey mumbled, rubbing his jaw in pain.
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      Our first part of the journey at the start of the tour was from West Palm Beach to the Panhandle, in Florida. For the first few hours of this the band traveled together. Our bus: Jude’s and mine, was the favorite one for meeting up in.

      Even Bernadette rode along for part of the nine-hour journey. This was when she dished out information, before catching up with the guys until the first stop. At this point the rest of the guys usually flitted over to their bus and Bernadette would retire to her luxury motor home that also followed our convoy.

      We ended up setting off on the journey an hour late, after Mikey had treatment and had been given a shiny, new, root canal filling.

      The guy had screamed like a baby when Jude’s dentist began to drill. Eventually, the rough, tough, personal protector that would lay his life on the line for us, was given sedation. After getting Mikey onto the second bus, Bodhi pulled rank as head of security, and Raff had gotten designated to take care of Mikey until the sedative had worn off.

      “I can’t wait for him to wake up,” Deakon enthused. “I’m gonna give him so much shit. What a pussy he was in that dentist chair.”

      “Me too, I got it all on video,” Greg agreed, like Mikey would be pleased he’d recorded his traumatic event. “Come take another look, it’s fucking hysterical.”

      Deakon and Korry huddled around Greg’s cell phone as the shrieks and sobs of Mikey could be heard for the second time since our bandmate had thought to film it.

      “If I ever need a trip to the dentist, don’t let either of those two within a mile of the place,” I said to Jude. However, I figured my warning had fallen on deaf ears when both Jude and Bodhi shared a look before they both burst out laughing.

      “Aw, come on, Levi, that shit he pulled in the dentist’s office was so fucking funny,” Bodhi reasoned, almost breathless from laughing.

      “And the dude actually said ‘boo hoo’ when he cried,” Jude added, sounding serious. Everyone in the room cracked up laughing again, even Bernadette who was usually detached from our band’s shenanigans.

      I tried really hard to keep a straight face when Jude and the others were laughing, but I eventually lost it as well when I saw their faces contort with laughter.

      Deakon patted his chest as he tried his hardest to regain control, but he lost it again when he tried to talk. “Best part … <laughing> when he … <snort>.” The others roared and shrieked in another bout of laughter. Deakon doubled over in his chair, his body silently jerking. Jude wiped his eyes as he also laughed soundlessly, his breath completely spent. Bodhi tried to take a drink out of a soda can but sprayed it all over the place when Deakon finished with, “Thought Bernadette was his mom.”

      “Yeah, he’s high on my shit list for that,” Bernadette chipped in, in a rare show of camaraderie. Her comment brought the biggest laugh of the night.

      “At least he didn’t try to suckle your tit when he laid his head on your chest,” Korry remarked, chuckling.

      We were still laughing when my cell phone rang. Retrieving it from my jeans’ pocket, I saw Trinnie’s name and waved my phone at everyone. “And that’s my cue,” I remarked, as I made my way to the back bedroom I used when it was only Jude and I on the bus.

      “Hi, sweetheart, how has your day been?” I asked, genuinely interested.

      “Good, successful, closed on another sale, and you? How was yours?”

      “Oh, you know, same old shit, different day is all with these guys,” I remarked with a smile on my face.

      “At least that’s something you can rely on,” she said.

      “Indeed, it is,” I replied. My chest expanded as my heart swelled when I figured she was right. I could always rely on the crazy bunch I had surrounded myself with in life, especially to lift my mood.
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      Flying to Tennessee on a whim was something I’d have done in my early twenties, not as a thirty something mom with a nine-year-old girl to care for. I briefly wondered what kind of example I’d be if she found out I had shied off work to chase my rock star boyfriend all over the country.

      Levi had no idea about my visit, and I’d enlisted Bernadette’s support to ensure I could get access backstage. It was literally a flying visit, but it had been planned with a hotel stopover in mind. When Esther had told me she was visiting Jude for an overnight stay, I knew I didn’t want to miss out on doing the same with Levi.

      Arriving in Nashville before the tour buses, I headed to the hotel and the extra room Bernadette had arranged for me to rest in. From the moment I entered the hotel room, I put my plan of seduction into action. Filling a deep tub with the luxury hotel bubble bath, I sank back with a glass of wine and let my inner zen settle.

      I’d never done anything so reckless before, and I had Dennis to thank for that. He had sucked the spontaneity right out of me with his restrictions and lack of imagination.

      After a long soak in the tub, I pampered myself with creams and lotions until my skin felt smooth and shone. Wrapped in the hotel bathrobe, I climbed onto the bed, closed my eyes and let my mind ponder again that I was head over heels in love with Levi Milligan, from school.

      My heart skipped a beat every time I thought how he’d chosen me. There were billions of girls in the world, yet I was the one in his bed.

      At some point, I must have exhausted my supply of adrenaline for the day. My cell phone rang, and I woke up. I realized I must have fallen asleep.

      “Hello, Trinnie Dixon speaking how may I help you?” I answered in my most professional tone, despite my sleepy state when I didn’t recognize the phone number.

      “Hey,” Levi crooned smoothly in his oh, so sexy low tone. My sex clenched and my heart flipped over in my chest, as an instant sense of excitement rippled through me.

      H … Hi. Levi?” I asked, hesitantly. “Where are you? I didn’t recognize the number,” I explained.

      “Oh, right?” He chuckled. “I fell asleep on the way to Nashville and my battery died on my cell phone. We’ve just arrived at a hotel for the night, so I thought I’d call you from my suite phone while I charge it up again. It charges faster if I don’t use it,” he explained.

      “Cool. Where are you again?” I asked, keeping up the pretense.

      “Nashville,” he repeated.

      “Sorry. Right, you already said,” I replied as I moved off the bed and sat in front of the dressing table mirror.

      “Wish you were here,” he muttered. I heard the genuine sentiment in his tone.

      “You do?” I asked. The disbelief in my tone brought the same question to mind again. Why me? My inner goddess argued, why not? Eyeing myself in the mirror again, it was plain to see why I sometimes let self-doubts creep in at being with Levi. The face staring back at me was decent enough and she wore a ridiculous grin. But the body attached, although I’d been told many times by men my figure was voluptuous and sexy, it was far less than perfect.

      “Why would you even ask that? I’m crazy about you, baby. I’d spend every minute of the day with you if I could.

      My heart skipped a beat and I almost shouted, I’m here! Somehow, I kept my head and continued with my ruse. “It’s only been five days,” I insisted, playfully like being apart hadn’t felt torturous and I didn’t feel the same. I got exactly what he meant.

      “Five days too long,” he ground out. The masculine aggression in his tone made my chest feel full when he admitted he missed me. “I’ll make it up to you after the tour. What say we take a vacation?” he suggested.

      A thrill of excitement coursed through my body at the thought of quality alone time with Levi with no one else around. “When?” I blurted. I silently cursed myself for sounding so keen.

      “We’ll be finished October twenty-sixth,” he said.

      “That works. Where should we go?” I asked, excitedly.

      “Bed. The location doesn’t matter to me. I’ve travelled the world. You decide and I’ll get Bernadette to make the arrangements.”

      “Sounds amazing, I can’t wait.”

      “Damn, I wish you were here,” he said again with a sigh.

      I smiled and bit my cheek to stop myself grinning, in case it came over in my voice. “Miss you.”

      “I miss you more than you know. I’m going to speak to Bernadette, see if I can shoot back for a day. Are there any days that are definitely out for you?”

      “You know how unbelievable this statement I’m about to make sounds to me? I’ll check my work diary and let you know. Now, who’d have thought I’d ever say that to Levi Milligan. Women would be leaving their careers hanging to spend a day with you.”

      Levi chuckled. “But I wouldn’t fly across country for women in general, I’m only flying for one.”

      “Smooth talker,” I countered, but my heart raced a mile a minute. I wanted to dress myself and show up at his door with that comment, but fortunately for me, he spoke again before I could cave to the wave of emotion that had almost made me confess I was in Nashville.

      “Good talk, Trinnie Dixon. Now, I’ll reluctantly let you get on with your day. If you’re still up after midnight, give me a call then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 70

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Trinnie

      It was 6:45 p.m. when Mikey knocked on my hotel room door with a backstage pass.

      “Take this as well,” he said, handing me a card with a mobile number on it. “It’s the driver that’s picking you up … just in case you can’t find one another. We’ll all be heading out in about fifteen minutes. The coast will be clear after that and you can come out of hiding,” he teased.

      “Thank you. I’ve got a couple of hours yet, right?”

      “Yeah. You might want to grab some dinner or something because it’ll be after 10:30 p.m. before they’ll lay food out in the Green Room.”

      “Will do,” I replied. I’d already booked a table in the restaurant to pass the time because I’d felt caged in, being in the hotel room all afternoon.

      “Raff’s gonna be waiting for you when you arrive. He’ll bring you in right after they go on stage. Levi’s gonna lose his shit once he knows you’re here.” Mikey flashed a lopsided grin.

      “Oh, don’t say that. I’m nervous enough,” I replied, smiling back.

      “You’re good for him. You make him happy.”

      I’d lost count of the number of times my heart did a somersault when people thought this about me in relation to my famous rock star. “Thanks, I’m glad you think so because ‘I ain’t going nowhere’, as they say in the South.”

      Mikey chuckled. “Well, I better git,” he said, hitching his thumb over his shoulder.

      As soon as I felt the band would have left for the stadium, I laid out my sexy outfit for after the gig. It was another bodice, red this time, with a pair of dark blue designer jeans. I debated the heels after last time, but decided I’d sacrifice comfort over having sexy legs in my strappy, sling-back, stiletto heels.

      Afterward, I dressed in a simple sleeveless dress and sandals and although my stomach was churning with the anticipation of seeing Levi, I went down to the restaurant to eat.
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      Much as I suspected, I barely touched my food. But the exercise had carved another forty-five minutes off my wait until the time I had to leave. Heading back to my room, I stepped in the elevator and as I pushed my card in to select my floor, the elevator door was stopped from closing and when it opened again, I almost died from shock.

      Siranne pushed her way inside and the door closed behind her.

      “Korry’s girl, right?” she asked, pointing and smiling sweetly at me. It took me a second to gather my wits, but then rage made my blood boil. I hit the emergency stop button and folded my arms. The elevator jolted to a halt.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked, stunned at how quickly I’d acted.

      “I might ask you the same,” I replied, ignoring that we’d stopped.

      “Huh?” she huffed, frowning. “It’s okay,” she said as she tossed her eyes to her hairline and acted goofy. “I’m with the band too,” she announced with a sincere hand over her chest.

      Something in my expression must have made her realize I didn’t believe her, and her body stiffened. A second later, her beautiful bright eyes widened like she’d recalled an event, and she smacked her forehead with her palm. I knew a quick-witted actor when I saw one but conceded that she could easily be mistaken for a pretty, ditzy girl.

      “God, I’m stupid,” she said, admonishing herself. “That’s right, you probably don’t know me … or remember me,” she corrected herself, then moved her head from side to side in consideration. “Last month in Dimond … we met, right?” she asked, shutting one eye like she was encouraging me to think back.

      “We did?” I asked, playing along to see how far she would go.

      “Yeah. I dropped by to see the guys. Unfortunately, Levi was still down in Key Largo, so I had to go there alone.” The scene she described wasn’t at all like the one that went down.

      “So, you’re with Levi?” I asked innocently. I had to fight my eyes from narrowing in suspicion.

      “I am … well, we were on a break, but I’m seeing him tonight after the gig.”

      For a moment she almost had me. I shouldn’t have been there at all, and she was. If Levi hadn’t had CCTV and Sadie hadn’t insisted I watch it, Siranne might have been successful in taking me out of the picture.

      “Isn’t he with someone else?” I asked, looking thoughtful, as if I’d heard something but wasn’t too sure.

      “Oh, that,” she muttered, batting my comment away with her hand. “Another rebound,” she explained. “She didn’t get to come on tour with him. See Levi and I … we’re complex. We’re both stubborn, jealous … possessive. It’s an explosive mix,” she said, nodding. “But …” She shrugged again, her shoulders almost touching her earlobes. “We can’t keep our hands off one another. I mean, our relationship has always been explosive in all things,” she informed me, wagging her eyebrows suggestively and nodding. “God, what I could tell you about that man in bed. Levi Milligan and testosterone belong in the same sentence.”

      “Right,” I replied, gritting my teeth. Jealousy slowly flowed through my veins like molasses. Hearing her talk about the man I loved, alluding to what was mine in such a possessive and intimate way, hurt my heart and left a burning ache in my chest.

      “So, what happened to this other woman?” I probed.

      “Who cares?” she snapped back, gesturing to herself in the mirror at the back of the elevator. She leaned forward and began to wipe a smudge of mascara from under one eye. “I mean after tonight, she’ll be just like all the other place savers. He won’t remember her name … if you know what I mean,” she suggested with a cute shrug of her shoulders and a salacious smile.

      “Where are you going now?” I asked since she was in the elevator with me. God alone knows how I didn’t flatten her. It was painful, keeping up the ruse with her grinning like a smug Cheshire cat less than three feet away from me.

      “Oh, right,” she said, like she’d remembered why she’d gotten into the elevator with me in the first place. “I saw you by the elevators and by the time I came to catch up with you, you’d already stepped inside.”

      I stared at her because she still hadn’t explained what she was up to, and eventually she drew a deep breath and sighed.

      “I was about to head over to the arena for the evening and when I saw you, I figured you might be about to do the same thing.” She placed a hand on my forearm, and as far as I was concerned, it might as well have burned a hole through my skin, for the way I’d felt about that. “We should go together,” she insisted.

      “In my ride or yours?” I asked, realizing how she figured she’d get to Levi.

      “Might as well be yours, I didn’t arrange anything yet. I know Bernadette always lined up cars for the girlfriends from the hotel to the venues in the past.”

      “Didn’t she do that for you, if you are with Levi?”

      She blinked and I saw her think for a second or two. “Bernadette’s a darling, but she’s not great at keeping secrets. I wanted to surprise Levi. Trying to do that when he has a blabbermouth for a PA is next to impossible.”

      I’d heard as much as I needed and had given Siranne too much of my time. I hit the button for the elevator to move. We continued our ride up to my floor and when the door opened, I stepped out and turned to face her.

      “Don’t,” I said, making her misstep and stop where she was. “It’s obvious you have no idea who I am. So why you think I’d fall for your stupid, pathetic attempt to draw me in, I have no clue.

      “For your information, my name is Trinnie Dixon. My boyfriend’s name is Levi Milligan, and contrary to your belief that I’m not here with Levi, you’re wrong. Korry removed me from that booth at Dimond because the lies you were telling would have been humiliating to me if they’d been true. You see, Levi was there that evening, Unfortunately … or fortunately for you, depending on how you look at it, he’d gone to the restroom with Mikey shortly before you’d made your entrance.”

      “Ha!” Then, I feel sorry for you because I really was at his house the day before, so where were you?”

      “Oh, I know you were there because we all watched you on CCTV. The feed showed you for what … nine minutes from when you entered the gate until you drove off into the night in one of the cars from the service Levi uses. Obviously, from where the car was, I guess you missed Levi flipping you the bird. But I can ask Sadie to make you a copy if you like.”

      Siranne scoffed, still not willing to admit defeat. “Well, I must say, Levi’s standard of rebound has declined. My guess is you must do anal.”

      I laughed. “If that’s the best you’ve got, little girl, I suggest you step back in that elevator and look for the button marked L for Lobby. Being out of the loop now, I guess no one has sent you the memo, but Levi’s in love with me. I’m not afraid of a skinny little girl like you who thinks you can take him away from me.”

      “Fuck you, watch me,” she spat back.

      “Siranne,” I said, cold as ice. “I’d like you to leave now because I have to get ready to meet Levi backstage and you’ve taken up quite enough of my time.” Without waiting for her to reply, act or whatever she could think to do next, I walked away from the elevator, with my pride and my decorum intact.
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      Levi

      As was normal, our energy as a band grew with each gig we performed and playing in Nashville always felt a bit special. I sometimes wondered if I felt this way because of the history of music the city held.

      Staring out at the sea of heads, I dialed down that energy to perform an intimate song that I knew would be a hit with the crowd.

      We had just finished performing a fast-paced rock tune that used to be one of my favorites when we had played in dive bars. I held up my arms to silence the crowd. Within seconds we could have heard a pin drop in the arena.

      “You know,” I said into the mic with my arms still in the air, sounding serious. “People often ask us what we do in our downtime, when we’re not wrecking hotel rooms, hanging out at wild parties and getting laid.”

      The crowd went nuts, calling out envious comments, cheering, whistling and applauding. I dropped my arms, and instantly held one hand up again. Deakon came alongside me, having strapped on his acoustic guitar. I grabbed the microphone stand, bowed my head and stood quietly.

      “Well, the truth of that is, we’re all just like you. We eat too much, hang around the house in our underwear …” A ripple of laughter, with cat calls from both women and men. “… and apart from writing and catching up with our families and friends, we watch a little TV.”

      As I glanced down at the expectant faces in the audience, I saw they were hanging on my every word, wondering where I was going with my speech.

      “So, here we are in Nashville, home of country music. Now y’all know we’re a rock band, but I feel like we should pay homage to this great city that’s produced so many incredible country artists over the years. I know y’all think a guy like me has no business singing a country song. But the other night, while I was lying in my cubbie watching TV on my laptop, I came across an episode of the show Nashville.” A cheer of appreciation rose from the fans at the mention of the series. “During the episode, I heard a song that spoke to me. If you know it, I want you to sing along, and if you don’t, where the hell have you been?”

      As soon as Deakon began to play the intro to the song, a swell of appreciation came from the crowd. “I just want to tell you the words of this song are true. For years I’ve been looking for someone, and right when I wasn’t looking for love, this amazing person found me.”

      I’d expected a mixed reaction to my declaration of being in a new relationship, but the tsunami of love that came back at me from the audience almost choked me. For a minute my throat closed from the wave of emotion that had risen inside. In that moment, Deakon was so attuned to my mood, that he played the intro again.

      When I began to sing “When the Right One Comes Along,” from the series, I delivered it in the same understated way Sam Palladio, who played Gunner Scott, did in the show. The fans immediately connected with the song by holding up their cell phones in the dark arena. I glanced over the faces beneath me as most of our fans sang along.

      During the ballad, I’d wished that Trinnie could have been with me to witness such an incredible moment. What our fans saw wasn’t Levi Milligan, the front man from Screaming Shadows right then, it was me sharing my private feelings for her with them. Of all the cover songs I’d ever sung, in all the cities of the world, I had never sung truer words that connected with my feelings for her.

      Right as I reached the last bridge of the song, Deakon wandered over, still playing his guitar and nudged me on my shoulder. He nodded toward the side of the stage. I almost dropped to my knees when I saw Trinnie with tears in her eyes but smiling as she stared back at me. Shock sent a thrill of electricity down my spine. At the same time my heart almost burst out of my chest with the love I felt for her.

      Acting on impulse, I ran to the side of the stage, grabbed her by her hands and tugged her out there with me. Trinnie looked embarrassed but true to her confident nature, she didn’t protest or struggle when I began to slow dance with her in front of thousands of people. Deakon continued to play an instrumental of the song, as Trinnie and I shared in the pleasure of being in one another’s arms again.

      Our fans cheered and whistled to witness such a private moment in full view of them, while I held Trinnie close to my chest. It was too noisy to speak, but no words were needed as I twirled my girl around on the stage.

      When I’d recovered from my initial shock, I reached out for the mic and took it from the stand. Keeping my girl close with one arm securely around her, I sang the last verse of the song again.

      If I could have bottled how Trinnie gazed at me during the words of that song, I’d have kept it in my pocket to bring out any time I felt unloved.
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      “Hey,” I murmured as the last chords died in the air. I brushed Trinnie’s joyful tears away as she smiled up at me. No matter how many people witnessed our tender moment, it had felt profoundly intimate to me.

      “I’d say surprise, but I think it just backfired,” she replied, chuckling.

      “You blow me away,” I admitted, bent my head and pressed a small kiss to her lips. The audience roared their approval, and I pulled my head back and smiled. “Good chat, Trinnie Dixon. I’ll catch up with you later, but I need to get back to work right now.” Turning I walked her back to the edge of the stage, spun on my heel and left her as I ran back to the mic stand.

      I’d argue that I gave the performance of my life for that last twenty minutes of it, enthused by Trinnie turning up so unexpectedly like that.

      “How the hell did you get that past me?” I asked, when we’d finally left the stage as I fished my cell phone out from Bernadette’s box. I put it in my pocket and pulled Trinnie in for a hug. “Ugh, sorry, I need a shower,” I said with sweat dripping down from my temple.

      Trinnie reached up and brushed the perspiration from it with her fingertips. “You smell amazing. I don’t mind a little sweat on the right man,” she replied with a wicked grin.

      “Then, I shall do my best to work up another one in a private performance for you later,” I promised, wagging my eyebrows. I pressed a kiss to her lips and slung my arm around her shoulders. “Come on, let me get showered and changed quickly and we’ll get the hell out of here.”

      As we walked down the corridor to our dressing room we ran into my sister, Esther. “Great gig. I never knew my brother could be so romantic,” she said.

      “Only for the right woman,” I replied, kissing Trinnie’s temple.

      “Oh, he’s got it bad,” she remarked to my girl. “The old Levi would never have pulled a public display of affection like that, let alone in front of his fans.”

      I grinned. “I have got it bad … but I’d argue so does she. I mean, who would interrupt a show like that and not bat an eyelash?” I teased, squeezing her closer.

      “Yeah!” Trinnie said, remembering the moment. The incredulous look she gave me with wide eyes told me she couldn’t believe it had happened. “Who indeed. You could have gotten me lynched out there,” she replied.

      “Nonsense, they’ll love you because I do. They’ve seen how chaotic my love life has been. They know I’ve fought some demons. You saw how happy they were for me. Plus, if they’re true fans of our music, they won’t be all that interested in what I do in private anyway.”

      “Right,” Esther agreed. “But can I just say, you topped anything Jude has ever done for me. He’ll need to up his game.”

      “I heard that,” Jude said, as he came up behind her and grabbed Esther around her waist. She squealed in surprise, and both Trinnie and I laughed.

      “Okay, Trinnie, what say we head to the Green Room and let these smelly men clean up?” Esther suggested. She turned around in Jude’s arms and planted a kiss on his chin.

      “Sounds good to me. Don’t take too long, Levi. I’m only here for the night,” she informed me.

      “I’ll take it,” I said, smiling. “Any time I can grab with you is a bonus,” I added.
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      Levi

      “We’re not staying,” I told Jude as we left our dressing room to head up to the Green Room after the gig.

      “Don’t blame you. Us neither. Esther must be back in New York by tomorrow night. After our gigs in New York I won’t see her for the rest of the tour.”

      “No? Why’s that?” I asked as Jude pushed open the door to the Green Room and saw it was packed full of people.

      “She’s taking the lead role while the principal dancer goes on vacation.”

      “That sucks for you, but it’s a great opportunity for her,” I admitted.

      “Yeah. I might try to find a day when I can shoot up to New York to see her,” Jude suggested, as he tipped his chin at a few celebrities who had come to the show to see us.

      “Talk later,” I said as two women from a reality TV show made their way toward him. Instantly, Jude put on his game face and acted charming toward them.

      “There you are,” Trinnie remarked, like I’d been hiding. “What took you so long?”

      “Well, when my girlfriend surprised me like that, I had to do some personal self-care,” I joked.

      “Self-care?” she asked, frowning.

      “Yeah, you know. Shave my legs, pick out nice underwear.”

      She chuckled. “Wax your bikini line?”

      “Fuck no. That shit looks masochistic.” She laughed. “Anyway, look at you braving it out, and flying across the country to put a smile on my face,” I said.

      “Ah, now then, don’t get ahead of yourself, Levi Milligan. If I did that, to put a smile on anyone’s face, it was mine,” she replied, full of her usual sass.

      I chuckled and found her sassy comeback sexy. “We’re only spending half an hour here then, because tomorrow morning I aim for us both to resemble Cheshire cats.”

      “Anyone ever tell you how funny you are?” she remarked as she patted my chest.

      “In bed? Nothing funny about what I have in mind for you later,” I shot back.

      “Then that half hour can’t come quickly enough,” she replied.

      “That was quite a display up there,” Deakon told Trinnie, grinning.

      “It’s your fault,” she admonished. “If you hadn’t kept playing, he’d never have dragged me out on that stage,” she argued.

      “Oh, from the lust in his eyes when he saw you, if I hadn’t kept playing, I think our fans would have witnessed something pornographic.”

      Trinnie chuckled. “He did look like he might cream his pants when I showed up,” she agreed.

      Deakon barked out a laugh that silenced the room before he slapped me on the back, ignoring the attention he’d attracted. “You ever fuck up with this one, I will never forgive you.”

      “I think that means he approves,” I told her. “Now fuck off and go mingle, we want to get out of here.”

      Deakon wandered away from us and a group of semi-important people swooped in to have various keepsakes signed, and to tell me what they’d thought of the show. Using clipped conversations, I worked the room as quickly as I could, but it had still taken forty-five minutes before Trinnie and I made our escape.
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      Both Jude and I were shattered, our behavior subdued by the time we had climbed onto our tour bus at 7:00 a.m. the following day. Our girls had gone home, and I felt deflated after an incredible night with Trinnie.

      Neither of us slept a wink as we fucked, made love, lay together swapping stories and learning more about one another. I was sad when she’d had to fly back to Florida because the more time I spent with her, the greater my reluctance to let her leave.

      We’d already done one night in the Panhandle of Florida, three nights in Alabama, two in Georgia and one in Tennessee of the tour. Now, we were headed to Virginia Beach, Virginia to Pennsylvania, then up to New York.

      Neither Jude nor I spoke as we headed in search of beds to lay our heads down on during the eleven-hour journey to Virginia. Without discussing it, I knew we both regretted not flying there instead, but when Bernadette was making the arrangements, Jude and I had figured that being on the bus, traveling across country, would inspire us to write some songs.
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      The bus came to a halt, and I stirred from a deep, dreamless sleep. Feeling groggy, I shuffled over and lifted the blackout screen on the window to look out. Bernadette had jumped down from her motor home and walked briskly toward our bus.

      I had no clue where we were on the journey, but I felt thirsty enough that I hauled my ass out of bed and headed down to the living area.

      “Evening,” Bernadette said as she poured herself a coffee and sat beside Jude at the table.

      “Evening? What time is it?” I asked, confused.

      “Almost 6:00 p.m.,” she informed me.

      “Fuck, I slept the whole way? I thought we’d stopped for the drivers to swap over.”

      “I woke up then,” Jude said. “Couldn’t get back to sleep. Thank God we’re not playing tonight, my muscles have locked up tight. Can you arrange a massage for me, sweetheart?” he asked our personal assistant.

      “Sure. I’ll get on that now. I have a message for you, Levi. A guy reached out to the label. He says his name is Duncan Hargrove and that he knew your father.”

      My heart stopped for a beat. I’d liked Duncan, at one time he was like an uncle to me. The last time I’d seen him was a couple of days after my mom had died.

      “Did he leave a number?”

      “Sure,” she replied. She handed me a piece of paper that stated the date and time he’d called with his name and cell phone number written on it.

      “Who is he?” Jude asked, frowning.

      “This guy and my dad were close when we lived in New York. After we moved to Florida, they lost touch.

      “You going to call him?”

      I nodded. “I am. I liked Duncan. He was a good man … nothing like my dad. I still have a lot of questions from my childhood. Maybe he can fill in some of the blanks for me.”

      Jude placed a hand on my forearm. “Tread carefully, Levi. You’re in a good place now. Don’t let anything fuck with how far you’ve come.”

      “Jesus, one slip up with drinking and no one will forget it,” I remarked when I saw the concerned look in his eyes.

      “Buddy, I’ll never forget that night. I thought we’d lost you.”

      My heart stung when Jude shared again how I’d made him feel with that stupid bad decision. I stuffed the note in my pocket and stood away from the table. “I’m fine, Jude. Really,” I insisted. “I need this. He could be the key to me finally knowing the truth about what happened with my mom. I’m not going to ignore him … even if all he wants to say is ‘hi’.”

      “All right. But promise me if he says anything that fucks with your head, you’ll tell me about it. I’m on speed dial,” he reminded me.

      “Of course, I will. But I don’t see him having much, it’s been a long time … memories fade.” I turned my attention to our PA. “Bernadette, what time is the food coming?” I asked.

      “It should be here in about half an hour,” she replied.

      “Would you have time to set up a Zoom call with this guy for later, if he’s around?”

      “Sure, I’ll go and arrange it now, is 8:30 p.m. good for you?” I nodded. As we’d just arrived in Virginia and had the rest of the night to ourselves, I went back and lay on my bed until the takeout food Bernadette had arranged for us all, arrived.
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      After dinner, Jude lingered in the bus like a bad smell while everyone else hung out on the other guys’ rig. Jude had a sixth sense when it came to my moods, but I hadn’t ever been in a better emotional place, since I’d been with Trinnie.

      Bernadette had set up the Zoom call using her cell phone rather than mine for some reason.

      As the Zoom call connected and his face came up on the screen, a hundred memories rushed through my brain of all the times he’d been kind to me.

      “Hey, Duncan,” I said, when I saw his older, but familiar face staring back at me. My tone sounded casual, like it had been only yesterday since I’d seen him.

      For a few moments he sat transfixed as his eyes appeared to search the screen, and I wondered if he could actually hear me.

      “Levi,” he muttered. My name, one word, and then nothing. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat, and I realized he had gotten choked up when he saw me.

      My chest tightened when an unexpected wave of emotion swelled up in my throat, and I too struggled to talk. Somehow, I pushed past it and forced out, “It’s great to hear from you.”

      “I … I never thought I’d see you again,” he mumbled, looking slightly embarrassed.

      “Ditto,” I replied. “But I’m so glad you reached out to me. I was only a kid when my dad moved us away … I … my mom—shit,” I stammered. “I have so many questions,” I confessed.

      “God, you look exactly like James did when he was your age,” he blurted. I didn’t smile at that comment, it wasn’t a compliment to be compared to my father. “You moved to Florida, right?” he asked, unsure.

      “Yeah. I couldn’t understand why you never came to see us.” My candid comment brought a frown to his brow.

      “I didn’t know where you were. Your dad and I went out to the club he sang at, best of friends as usual, and two days later you were gone. At the time, I got it. He was newly widowed and trying to keep going. We’d encouraged him to take a break, but you know your dad …” he trailed off, looking perplexed.

      “Actually, I don’t think I ever really did,” I replied with more than a hint of animosity in my tone.

      “Your dad was my best friend. I thought we were close … thought I knew all there was to know about him. But lately I realized, I knew the version of him he wanted me to see.”

      It was my turn to frown and consider his comment. “Did you know?”

      “Know?” he repeated. “I only recently realized who you were. I mean that you were ‘our’ Levi. My sister, Connie, told me.”

      His disclosure made sense. I looked nothing like the young boy I was when we’d lived in New York. But Connie may have seen the resemblance from the boy to man more.

      I remembered Connie. She babysat me a lot. I gave him a warm smile. “Oh, Connie! How is she doing? Married … kids?”

      “Never married,” he mumbled in a clipped tone.

      “That’s a shame. I remember she was a beautiful girl.” When a grief-stricken look washed over his face, I sensed there was a bigger story. But Duncan was more of an acquaintance now, and I didn’t feel in a position to pry.

      Reverting to my original question, I clarified what I’d meant to ask.

      “I meant; did you know about my dad’s affair?” When his eyes bulged, it had either implied he’d had no idea, or he did but was surprised that I knew. How could I not? Esther was proof of that. “About the affair with Esther’s mom.”

      “Who is Esther? Which affair are you referring to?”

      “So, you knew? Exactly how many affairs did he have at that time?”

      “I had no idea he’d had any affairs. Your mom was an amazing woman. I’m just confused why he’d do that. He spoke about your mom like she was his everything,” he mumbled.

      “Well, she wasn’t. Esther is my half-sister.” I considered that he may not know this part of my story. A rock star’s half-sister coming out of the woodwork, wasn’t huge news. “Are you saying you had no idea my dad got Esther’s mom pregnant? If not, then I agree you weren’t as close as you thought you were.”

      Duncan sat in shock, ashen faced and speechless as he stared vacantly into the screen. “Listen son, I got in touch with you because there’s something I need help with, but now …”

      Money. So that’s the real reason he has gotten in touch. A pang of utter disappointment flowed through my veins from his disclosure.

      “How much?” Duncan had been good to me once. If he’d fallen on hard times, then of course I’d help him out. But that didn’t stop my heart from aching. I’d thought when he’d reached out, he’d wanted to know the Levi he’d taken time over when I was a kid. Now, I guessed all he wanted was what he could get from me.

      “What?” Duncan appeared to snap out of his daydream and narrowed his eyes in suspicion. His tone sounded indignant that I’d called him out. “Not that kind of help … well it may come to that, but … Jesus, there’s no soft way to say this son, but I might as well just spit it out. Connie has a child, and she needs help.”

      “Who, Connie or her child?” Now wary and frustrated by our conversation.

      “Christ, I knew I’d do this all wrong,” Duncan mumbled, and scored his hand down his face. “This is worse than I thought, given what you just told me about James.” He heaved a deep breath, then sighed. “My sister … Connie, had a one-night stand with your father after he drove her home one night. She fell pregnant at seventeen, birthed my niece, Bethany, and it ruined her life. Levi, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but Esther isn’t your only half-sister.”

      I’m not sure whether I’d accidentally cut us off or we lost communication, but the screen went blank. A sharp jolt of electricity hit me square in the chest and I struggled to catch my breath for a moment, but when I did, an instant surge of rage ripped through me.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I screamed. I heard the hysterics in my voice as it bounced around the metal of the bus. It was only a split second before I heard heavy footfall on the stairs. I knew it was Jude, and I figured, given what Duncan had told me, I’d never needed Jude more.
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      Levi

      It was almost 10:00 p.m. by the time I’d semi-recovered from a meltdown from finding out I had another half-sister … that my father was a coward of a man.

      How the fuck am I supposed to handle the latest curveball to be thrown my way?

      Bernadette re-established a connection via Zoom with Duncan after I’d relayed everything that my dad’s friend had told me to Jude and Trinnie, on the phone, in between.

      While reeling in shock from the news about Connie and Bethany, I’d been doing a mental calculation of the timeline Duncan had warned me of in my head. Then, I’d concluded if what he’d said was true, then my dad must have slept with his sister around the time of my mom’s death.

      “Connie was always a bit wayward as a teen,” Duncan said, when we began to talk again. “But she wasn’t quite eighteen by the time Bethany was born. Having the baby tipped her over the edge. For a short while she pulled herself up and did a good job, but when Bethany started school, she began to spiral slowly from there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She lacked respect for herself, didn’t care about life in general. Beth was company while she was small. As she grew and her own life developed, Connie’s slide to alcoholism took hold. She’s been an alcoholic for a few years now.”

      “Fuck.” My throat felt tight that my father had left such a shitstorm for me to clear up.

      “Our mom died shortly after the baby was born. I sent financial support but there wasn’t anyone there to deal with the emotional fallout from having a child so young.” Duncan’s assessment of his sister, and my father’s part in ruining her future, only made me hate him more.

      I shifted, suddenly uncomfortable in my chair and my heart slid from my chest to the pit of my stomach. Jude placed a hand on my thigh to comfort and remind me he was by my side. His simple physical contact instilled another bout of calm to the riot of anger that had been flowing through my veins.

      “Bethany called me a couple of months ago to say she’d left home. She couldn’t deal with Connie’s moods or watch her mom destroy herself anymore. I called Connie immediately to see what I could do. She was drunk when she answered the phone. At first, I tried to reason with her, but we argued and that’s when she said that I was to blame. That’s when she disclosed it was James that had gotten her pregnant.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, allowing his words to sink in. “Didn’t Connie try to pursue my dad for child support?” It occurred to me that Connie’s daughter must have been around the same age as Esther was, when I first met her. My heart squeezed in pity and sadness that her youth was stolen like that.

      “Probably not. James was her secret.” His simple statement felt like a blow to my heart. “I’m in no doubt if Bethany hadn’t called me, I think Connie would have taken the truth about Bethany’s father to her grave. She told me two months ago and I immediately hired a private investigator to find him. He found your dad via the death certificate filed in the state of Florida.”

      “Fuck, I’m ashamed,” I admitted. “How was I related to that fucking low life? I hate him. I’m glad he’s dead because I can imagine all the ways I’d want to hurt him right now.”

      “I’m sorry, son,” Duncan apologized again as if it were his fault my father tore his sister’s life apart. “I tried once before to find your dad. I was leaving to work in South Africa, and I wanted to let him know. According to that investigator he couldn’t find a paper trail of any kind. There was no address registering anywhere and no tax return filed since he left New York. The private eye said it’s easy to disappear if you don’t renew your driver’s license or use your social security number, a mobile phone, and have a private, utilities included, rental agreement and only operate in cash.

      I nodded because it suddenly made sense. “Dad only ever used cash and we lived in one of the bar owner’s properties,” I reminded myself aloud. He’d planned not to be found.

      “That would explain why the investigator couldn’t find a bank account in his name. He must have used other people to buy flights or whatever else for him.”

      “I’m so sorry you and Connie … an … and her daughter … fuck, my sister, I suppose …” I stammered, as my thoughts came tumbling one after another. I had no clue how to process the newest revelation to affect my life. “You want my help, you’ve got it. I don’t know how …”

      “I should explain that I’m only here on a visit. My life is in South Africa. I’ve taken a leave of absence from work but need to get back soon. My wife is there. We’ve been married for eleven years, but she’s a bit older than me and has two grown up children. Both her kids are married, one with a grand baby on the way.”

      “I get it …” I began. Duncan felt responsible for Connie, but he had a life of his own.

      “No, you don’t. I feel stuck in the middle. I can’t ask my wife to leave her kids behind to live in the US, as much as I’d like to take care of my sister. For years I’ve tried to persuade Connie and Bethany to relocate over there with us, but neither are willing to leave America.”

      “Levi asked what he can do. What do you need?” Jude interjected, cutting to the chase, bringing Duncan’s attention back to that.

      “Beth needs some financial help. She’s couch surfing right now. It’s weird how some traits persist. She sings in bars, just like James did, and works as a waitress part-time. She’s a great girl, I don’t want to see her live like that. Goodwill from her friends can only extend so far …”

      “No problem. When can I meet her?” I asked.

      “Meet her?” Duncan repeated and looked terrified for a moment. “That’s the thing … I really don’t know how to handle any of this.”

      “What do you mean? I can make the arrangements.”

      “No, I … Bethany has no idea we knew who her father was.”

      “Jesus. What are you saying? You want her to think the money came from you? I can do that. But doesn’t she have the right to know where she came from? You’ve told me I have a sister … Esther has a sister—you can’t leave me with that knowledge and think I won’t want to meet her. Esther will want to meet her.”

      “How do I even broach that subject?” Duncan asked, sounding defeated. “She’s always been told she was conceived during a one-night stand. Connie swore she didn’t know the father’s name.”

      “So, my sister goes through life thinking she has no one else to support her, apart from you?”

      The conversation dried up as both Duncan and I fell silent at the clusterfuck my father left behind for me to face in his wake.

      “I’m sorry, I need a minute to digest all of this and come up with a plan. Of course, I’m going to take care of Bethany, she’s kin … now I know she exists.”

      “Wait a minute,” Jude interjected. He placed a hand on my upper arm to attract my attention. “If this woman’s a drunk, how do we know she’s telling the truth now?”

      Jude’s question made me stop and think. I hadn’t doubted what Duncan told me for a minute. I’d only been a kid when I’d known him before. But I was inclined to believe what he’d said, given my father’s history with women. It wasn’t just that, it was how delicately Duncan had tried to break the news to me as well. My gut told me he was an honest man, and the dates when Connie was pregnant fitted with my mom’s death.

      “Bethany has the same light gray eyes as you and your father. I’d never noticed it until I saw your face on the screen now … and seen how closely you resemble James.” I frowned, hating my likeness to my father.

      “Do you have a picture of Bethany you can show Levi?” Jude asked.

      My heart slid from my chest to my throat, instantly choked that I would get to see what she looked like.

      “Sure,” he smiled. “But only on my cell phone as all the physical portraits are in South Africa. I’ll text it to you after our conversation.” Duncan’s smile fell as he gazed intently into the screen. “I’m not a rich man, Levi. If there had been any other way …”

      “Don’t. I’m glad you need my help. My instincts tell me I may never have known any of this if you could have handled this on your own,” I replied. Duncan nodded, affirming this would have been the case. “We’ll be in New York on tour soon. Can we meet up? Can I meet with Connie … talk with her about Bethany?” I asked. My rapid heart pumped out machine gun beats as my mind raced ahead to plan. “I think there’s a two-day rest period when the tour takes us to New York. Let me check the details and get Bernadette to arrange something for us.”

      When Duncan agreed to discuss this with Connie, I concluded the call and turned to look at Jude. The concern on his face echoed the worry on my mind.

      “Fuck. How do I even …” I shook my head. My buddy stared back at me, speechless.

      The calming effect of having Jude’s face in front of me, slowed my racing heart. Silence clung in the air as I collected my thoughts. I realized after my initial shock, the news about Bethany hadn’t had the same shocking impact as it did when I’d learned about Esther. Resignation immediately settled in my mind about what I’d been told. There was another half-sister, I had two siblings, not one, and once I had digested and accepted that fact, I could hardly wait to meet her.

      I may not have been able to change that my father had abandoned her and her mother, but unlike him, I could make sure they were both taken care of.
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      Levi

      “Do you want me to fly up to New York and go with you?” Trinnie asked, sounding worried. “I can pass off my clients for a day to—" I had Facetimed Trinnie while traveling on the freeway from Pennsylvania to New York on the bus.

      “No, I’ll be fine,” I said assertively. “Jude’s here. Not that he’s prettier or smells better than you though,” I joked. “And, God, I miss your sexy body next to mine in bed,” I disclosed, wavering about asking her to come. I let my thumb drift over her frowning face on the screen. The bus jolted and my cell slipped out of my hand. “Fuck,” I muttered as I rolled over to retrieve it.

      I reminded myself she had a serious business of her own, and it would have been selfish for me to expect that.

      “Jude will think to ask pertinent questions about my dad … questions I wouldn’t think to ask myself. He knew what my dad was like,” I explained my reasoning for him being there. “Besides, he’s determined to come with me. If I said no that dude would gate-crash the meeting anyway.”

      “He really does love you, doesn’t he,” Trinnie commented with warmth in her words and a soft smile on her face.

      I’d had days to process my connection to Duncan, Connie and Bethany. Now I was meeting Duncan and Connie at his parents’ old house where Connie still lived, later that afternoon.

      Since I’d resigned myself to the news, my gut churned with the need to know more about Bethany. Experiencing something so profound for a second time, I felt better prepared to deal with the change it would bring. I only hoped Bethany saw Esther and I as a positive alteration, and in time she’d grow as close to us as Esther and I had become.

      Jude was an honest man, but I’d sworn him to secrecy and asked that he not tell Esther about Bethany, until I’d spoken to Connie. He’d agreed and figured that the news should come from me rather than him anyway.

      As soon as Duncan had texted Bernadette’s cell phone a picture of Bethany, I had been bursting to meet her. She looked mostly like her mom, but she had the same eyes as my father, Esther and me.

      Bethany was a looker, and although I hadn’t seen Connie for years, I recognized the same long dark hair, heart shaped face and small nose in her daughter. There was no doubt she was Connie’s child, but I could see bits of my dad in her make up as well.

      “Will you call me afterward? I want to know you’re okay.” I felt touched by her concern. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine,” I said to reassure her. “This isn’t my first rodeo with this,” I remarked, sounding brave. “I gotta go now, but I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Levi … I love you,” she said quietly.

      “You have no fucking idea how great that feels to hear you say that … and I love you too, baby.” I concluded the call with a smile on my face despite the nerves fizzing in my stomach at my impending meeting with Connie.
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      “You, okay?” Jude asked as the driver approached a corner on the block where I’d spent the first years of my life. It hadn’t dawned on me that I’d pass by my old house on the way to Connie’s, until we were almost upon it. “Levi?” Jude prompted again.

      My heartbeat felt like a runaway train inside my tight chest, and I struggled to catch a breath. It took one shallow and another deeper inhalation to fill my lungs with air.

      “Dude,” Jude barked sharply, and slapped a hand on my thigh. His distraction brought my focus back to him, and I caught another breath. My gaze grew intense but I couldn’t speak. “What the fuck? Do you want to go back?” he asked, frowning.

      “No,” I choked out. My eyes slid to the window again just in time to see the familiar driveway of the house where I once lived. It instantly took me back to a time when I’d been a happy child, where my life had been simple. Those warm thoughts were instantly replaced with darker, painful ones because it was the same house where my mom had died.

      No wonder I was fucked up.

      An ache in my hands drew my attention toward them and I realized they were balled tightly into fists, an unconscious reaction to the overwhelming internal stress I felt. Another flashback came, of the call to my friend Torrance Mills parents’ house, telling them not to send me home, to keep me with them—that my father would be by to pick me up later. I remembered thinking, why my dad and not my mom?

      The mood in the Mills’ house changed in a heartbeat that morning and remained subdued for most of the day. I’d had no clue why. It became clear why when my father told me. Even as young as I was, I had put two and two together and realized why my mom had been so keen to organize a sleepover for me with Torrance.

      I took my cell phone out of my pocket and pulled up Trinnie’s number.

      “Levi? Are you okay?” she asked when I couldn’t speak when she answered.

      I let out my breath. “I am now. I just needed to hear your voice,” I muttered.

      “Want me to fly up to New York?” There was an insistence in her question that told me she knew how much that would mean to me.

      “Do I?” I asked aloud.

      “I’m coming,” she stated, decisively. “I’ll be waiting for you, after the gig tonight. You’ve got this, Levi. This is my bad. I should be there already. I shouldn’t have even asked if you wanted me there.”

      “Thanks, baby. I think I’d like that.” As the car drew to a halt outside Connie Hargrove’s house, I hit the end button without saying goodbye.

      “You don’t need to go in,” Jude offered again, his brow still creased with concern.

      “You know, I do,” I replied quietly. “I’m fine with this. I just needed a minute to process something else,” I explained, without telling him why I’d almost flaked out for a few moments there.

      Duncan opened the front door of the single-story house before I had gotten out of the car. The man was smaller than I remembered, but when he hugged me, it had felt familiar despite the years that had passed between us. When he stepped out of the hug, he kept hold of my shoulders and stood at arm’s length from me.

      “Let me look at you,” he said, like he was proud to know me despite what my father had done to his family. “You look just like him,” he remarked without an ounce of malice. “I’m glad you did what your father couldn’t achieve,” he admitted in reference to me being a successful musician. Duncan dropped his hands and shifted awkwardly to his feet.

      “Thanks, I owe most of what I am to this guy here,” I informed him as I slung an arm around Jude. “Jude Collymore, meet Duncan Hargrove.”

      Jude shook his hand, but I could feel it was more out of politeness than the usual genuine greeting he gave to strangers.

      Duncan ushered us into the sitting room where Connie sat. She glanced up with glazed eyes and took a draw on a cigarette with nicotine-stained fingers. Her whole body shook with a slight tremor that I guessed was associated to her alcohol addiction.

      “Jesus, you turned out a fine-looking man,” she mumbled without getting up out of her chair. “You look even hotter than your dad was,” she muttered. She took another draw of her cigarette and stubbed it out in the already full ashtray.

      Her comment threw me for a moment, but I let it slide and smiled. “Hey, Connie. It’s great to see you again.” I was lying through my teeth because the beautiful girl I once knew looked haggard. Her dry skin lacked that healthy glow and her red face had a ruddy, purple tinge to it. She looked like a woman in her late fifties when she was less than a decade older than me.

      “You know Jude from the band?” I asked, nodding toward my buddy.

      “The drummer, right?” she asked, like she had vaguely paid attention to him.

      Duncan prompted us to take a seat and I cut straight to the point of our visit. “I heard what you said about my father, is it true?” I asked.

      “You’d only need to look my Beth in the eyes to know she’s related,” Connie said quietly. “I knew he’d never want me after that night,” she added.

      “I’m so sorry for what my father did to you.”

      “Your dad was so smooth, so full of promises,” she began to shake her head. Her voice held every ounce of bitterness it should have. “He told me he’d leave your mom and take you with us. I was naïve and believed him. I was devastated by what happened.”

      “But you said it only happened the once …” Duncan began but she interrupted his question.

      “So, sue me, I lied,” Connie told her brother. She glanced up at me and narrowed her eyes. “Your dad had sex with me weekly, from the moment I turned seventeen. When I found out I was pregnant he told me the time wasn’t right to leave her. When he offered me money to fix ‘the problem’ …” she said, using her fingers to air quote. “… I blew up and reacted in the only way I knew how.” Connie began to cry and covered her face with her hands.

      Duncan immediately went over to her and pulled her in for a hug.

      Witnessing first-hand how my father had destroyed her life filled me with horror, shame and rage. Adrenaline flowed in a rush and my heart pounded in my chest. “I hate him,” I blurted, momentarily caught up in my own frustration.

      “The only way you knew how?” Jude repeated, picking up on Connie’s comment I’d missed.

      “It was my fault,” she blurted and began wailing loudly into her hands. The sound of her cries felt agonizing. Jude and I frowned at one another. A puzzled look came over his face. Once her crying turned silent and she pulled her hands away, Jude probed further, “For not using contraception? Did you trap him by becoming pregnant?”

      Connie shook her head. “I panicked. I was livid and out for revenge when your dad brushed me off that way, telling me to get rid of the baby,” she confessed. “Trust me … I’ve lived with the guilt of what I did, ever since.”

      “The affair, you mean?” I asked. “You were so young, my father’s the one to blame.

      “Of course I feel guilty about that, but no, that’s not what I mean. I’m a horrible person. Even my own daughter hates me. Since you know about her, I might as well tell you the rest and you can hate me as well. All I ask after I tell you is that you don’t take it out on Beth.”

      “Connie, I could never hate you. You were so young, and it’s in the past. If my father was here, he’d have a lot to answer for.”

      “It was me … your mother’s …” her frightened eyes searched my face as she struggled to finish her sentence. “… what happened to your mom. That’s on me.”

      An electrical jolt to my heart stopped it beating. I felt it clearly missing one … and then two beats before it fluttered sluggishly inside my tight chest as it tried to pick up its regular rhythm.

      “Her suicide?” I ground out, sounding alarmed. My heart began to pound like a runaway train, as bands of stress tightened around my head and my chest. Jude grabbed my forearm and held it, firmly. It grounded me while her confession tore through me.

      “James spoke so callously toward me when I told him I was keeping my baby. I waited until he left for work in the early evening … I told your mother everything,” she said and burst into tears again. “God, Levi, you have no idea how much I wish I could have kept my mouth shut when I heard what she’d done.”

      Jude hand slid from my arm to my hand and squeezed it tight drawing my attention from Connie to him. “Fuck,” he muttered. I sat speechless while Duncan threw me sympathetic looks but continued to console his sister. “What a fucking mess,” Jude added. He was right. My father had ruined so many innocent lives by his reckless and selfish behavior. Connie’s drinking, her change from the kick-ass seventeen-year-old I remembered all made sense to me now.

      My dad had used both Connie and Esther’s mom for his pleasure. The wave of anger I felt toward Connie dissipated when I considered how frightened she must have felt. As a young, teenage girl, Connie had acted on impulse. She was likely petrified and hurt to know she was on her own. She’d sought her revenge on my father by telling my mother what her husband had done, not to hurt my mom but to spite him. She would have had no idea how extremely my mom would react.

      In that moment, my heart went out to my mother, who had processed Connie’s words, arranged for me to be elsewhere, and had decided she couldn’t be part of our lives anymore. Connie wasn’t entirely to blame for the action my mom took either, the ultimate blame lay with my adulterous father.
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      Levi

      “Will you let me help you, Connie?” I asked. It had been a few minutes since she’d broken the news about her part in my mother’s death. Jude eyed me suspiciously with a horrified look on his face.

      “Didn’t you hear me? I just told you I’m responsible for your mom’s death.”

      “No, that’s on my father. He made the choice to step outside of their marriage.”

      “But I was the one …” she trailed off, looking guilty again.

      “Stop. Connie. Nothing you say will bring her back. Who knows, she may already have known about Esther’s mom, or may have found out about that after you spoke to her.”

      “But …”

      “But nothing. I forgive you,” I said, and I’d never meant anything more in my life.

      Connie fell silent and she stared at me with fresh tears in her eyes.

      “You’re a big man,” Duncan mumbled, stunned that I’d taken Connie’s revelation in such a calm manner. The truth of it all was that I felt somehow resigned to the fact that my mom had ended her torment at the hands of a man like my dad. Even if she had made the ultimate sacrifice of her life here on Earth to do it.

      “Dude, shouldn’t you order a DNA test?” Jude asked, calmly.

      I shook my head. I had no reason to disbelieve what Connie said. I supposed Jude likely couldn’t understand my perspective, coming from a loving home. To him, looking in on my situation probably felt worse than it was for me, being in the eye of the storm. I imagined him wondering why I hadn’t exploded with rage when Connie confessed her secret, as I would have done in the past. Perhaps before rehab, I would have reacted differently, but I’d found my reasoning when some of a previous conversation with my therapist, Harry, came to mind.

      “Your mother didn’t leave you because she didn’t love you. She died because she couldn’t face life. Her action had nothing to do with her feelings for you.”

      “I blame my father for what happened to her. And I wish I could go back and tell him this. I have so many unanswered questions inside my head that I’ll never get the answers to.”

      “Such as?”

      “Did my mom know about Esther’s mom and my father’s affair with her?”

      “Would you feel different if you had the answer to that?”

      I considered what he asked and shrugged. “Probably not.”

      “Then you need to stick with the facts and let that baggage go.”

      It was too late to help my mother, but as long as Connie was still alive, it was never too late to correct what my father couldn’t do. Show Connie compassion for her situation and try to at least halve the burden he’d placed on her.

      “I just told you I’m the reason your mom took her life, and you want to help me? Look at me, I’m beyond help.”

      “Believe me, you’re not. I’d like to help you, but you first must want to help yourself. You have a wonderful brother here, who flew halfway around the world because Bethany called him. He cares, I care, but you need to care too. Knowing my father, I’m almost certain you weren’t the first affair my mom knew about. You knew what you were doing with him was wrong, but what he did to you, to Esther’s mom, and ultimately to his wife—my mom—was much worse.”

      “I heard something about another half-sister. I took the trouble to do the math and she’s only a few months older than my Bethany.”

      I nodded. “Bethany has no idea about me?” I asked.

      “No. The last thing I wanted was for Bethany to grow up and try to find her father. After everything that happened, I felt certain he’d reject her. I had months while I was pregnant to weigh James up. I felt it a better option to let my daughter grow up thinking she was the result of a one-night stand rather than have that happen to her.”

      “Bethany is my half-sister; I’d like to meet her. Bethany has a half-sister and a half-brother too. If you don’t have the strength to tell her the story, Duncan, Esther and I could do it for you. But, with your permission, I’d like to omit the part where you tell my mom. Life has enough peaks and troughs without her carrying that kind of baggage.”

      “You’d really do that for her? For me? Even after everything?”

      “Connie, Bethany is my sister and righting the wrongs of my father brings me some comfort. You were good to me as a child. I’ve never forgotten you … or Duncan. Speaking of which, he has a life that he needs to get back to in South Africa.”

      Connie glanced up at Duncan who gave her a worried look. “I’m sorry,” she said as a tear trickled down her cheek.

      Her brother shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I should have paid more attention. When I look at Levi’s eyes, I see Bethany’s. James was my best friend. I should have paid closer attention and saw what’s clear as day now.”

      “Please, let me at least try to help you to put your life back on track. It won’t be easy. Addiction is a hard road to recovery. Rehab isn’t easy, but I can get you the best people to support that process … if you are serious about trying,” I explained.

      Connie nodded. “I’ve needed help for years, but it’s been easier to numb the pain in the bottom of a bottle.”

      “For you, perhaps, but not for Bethany,” Duncan reminded her.

      “We need to get going,” Jude said, glancing at the time on his cell phone. “We need to get back to the band bus, we need to eat. We’re checking into the hotel after the gig, but there will be food waiting for us on the bus back at the stadium.”

      I glanced at the time on my cell as well and agreed. “When can I meet her?”

      “She’s playing in a nightclub tonight and is working all day tomorrow,” Duncan began. “But you said you have two days rest after the gigs?”

      “A nightclub?” I asked, ignoring his previous point.

      “Yeah. She has one spot this week. Tonight’s is from 12:00 midnight to 1:30 a.m.”

      “Please text Bernadette the address. I promise I won’t tell her who I am. I’d just like to watch from afar … see her perform.”

      Duncan agreed before Jude and I stood. Connie pushed herself out of her chair. She’d let herself go, but I prayed that the work I had been through at Beachside would be every bit as invaluable in helping her recover as it had been for me.

      We said our goodbyes and as I climbed back in the car, I sent a text to Bernadette to start arranging Connie’s rehab.

      “How the fuck were you so calm in there?” Jude asked. “If someone told me they’d been the catalyst for my mom taking her life, I’d have ended them right then and there.”

      I slapped a hand on his thigh. “Can I bring my mom back? No. You saw her. Do you think she regrets what happened?” Jude shrugged as his mouth twisted in contemplation. “If I could bring my dad back just to end him, that’s where my anger would be. But none of that can happen. This isn’t the time for holding on to feelings I know will fuck me up again. It’s a time for identifying the things I can do something about. I can at least try to give Connie her life back … a life that I can’t give my mom. She was still a kid and we all lashed out as teenagers. Unfortunately for Connie, it was the last straw for my mom. Bethany … well, it sounds like she got the worst deal of all of us. Fuck James Milligan. I need those women to know, although I look like he did, I’m a far better man than he ever was.
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      Trinnie

      By the time I reached New York, Screaming Shadows was already halfway through their set at Forest Hills Stadium in Queens. It wasn’t that far from La Guardia Airport, but I headed to the hotel Bernadette had booked for the two nights they played there. Levi had messaged me while I was on the plane to say he was leaving directly afterward to check out Bethany’s set in a nightclub.

      I pondered his judgment to do this, since there had been no formal introduction between them, and I imagined how shocking it would be for Bethany to learn she had a brother should Levi not be able to contain his feelings.

      I felt concerned about how Levi would handle meeting Bethany, and how the next couple of days would affect him. But I couldn’t help feeling our relationship had taken another turn when he’d called me to share his burden.

      When he’d sought my support, it had demonstrated his level of trust in me and that made me realize how far we’d come. No man had ever made me feel that important to him, and the depth of feeling I had for him surpassed anything I’d ever felt for the man I had married.

      Checking into the suite, I ordered some room service, showered and changed. I was anxious for Levi and wasn’t sure how he’d react when he saw someone related to him, who had no idea of their connection.

      It was 11:15 p.m. when my cell phone rang to say there was a car outside to take me to Levi. Grabbing my jacket and small wallet purse, I headed for the venue to meet him.

      Seconds after we drew up in the gated compound of crew and band buses, Levi strode out behind Bodhi, and climbed in beside me. There was an urgency when he grabbed me and pulled me tightly to his chest. The warmth in that hug was heartfelt. “Oh, baby, it’s great to see you,” he muttered and fell silent.

      “I know. You’re a lucky boy,” I joked.

      He chuckled, then inhaled deeply into my hair before he released me enough to slide his hands from my back to my face. He gave me a long, lingering kiss. “How did I ever live without you?” he asked with a slow smile.

      “There you go, getting ahead of yourself again. You don’t live with me,” I teased.

      “Yet,” he mumbled, leaning forward and brushing his lips across mine again. “We need to do something about that, I’m beginning to think.”

      My heart skipped a beat, both elated at the idea of being with him full time but scared shitless of the prospect of this. A momentary lapse in confidence made me question myself again as to whether I had what it took to keep him.

      “Thanks for doing this,” he said, a small, sheepish smile on his face like he felt embarrassed he’d wanted me to come. Bodhi raised a brow, like this was something different for his boss, and smiled at me as he settled into the front passenger seat by the driver.

      “Thanks for making me feel important enough to be needed,” I replied with a wider smile. “Besides, I came for the teeth. How can I say no to those?”

      He leaned forward, pressed a kiss to my lips and took my bottom one between his teeth. “Is this doing it for you,” he mumbled, with his teeth still in place. I laughed and he let me go. “I could fucking eat you,” he mumbled.

      “With those teeth, I’d let you,” I shot back, wide eyed and flirty.

      He chuckled. “You’re a nutjob about my teeth, but a fucking adorable one,” he muttered. He twisted around and buckled his seatbelt as the sedan slowly glided out of the compound. When he’d done this, he lifted my hand and laced our fingers together.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked, searching his face for the truth.

      “Fuck, yeah. Wouldn’t you be? What if I fall in love with her the moment I see her, and she doesn’t want anything to do with me?”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I chided, seeing instant devastation on his face. “But be prepared, she may have crushed on you as a rock star,” I warned. “Which would be weird, right?” My question was a distinct possibility. Most women on the planet had fawned over bad boy Levi’s irresistible images in magazines over the years.

      “That would be fucked up,” he agreed, frowning.

      Bethany was young and I knew that Esther had once crushed on Jude as a teen.
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      Bernadette had worked her magic once again and had managed to secure us a booth, near to the side of the stage, at the nightclub where Bethany was playing. The hostess had let us enter via a side door and we’d slipped into the booth unnoticed. Shortly afterward a cocktail server came over, with the drinks Levi had ordered from the hostess.

      “I need them,” he muttered, after ordering another round, like a warning for Bodhi not to comment on the two shots of whiskey he’d ordered for himself.

      Bodhi lifted his lemonade and shook his head. “It hadn’t crossed my mind,” he replied. It hadn’t crossed mine either. Had I been in his shoes, I’d have ordered a bottle.

      “I had a binge one night after rehab and since then the guys watch me like a hawk,” he disclosed.

      “I don’t,” Bodhi muttered. “I usually just cart your ass home.”

      “They love you,” I countered as I tried to take the edge off how anxious he’d sounded.

      “They do love me … and smother me sometimes,” he countered, side-eyeing Bodhi. His bodyguard sighed and sucked down long gulps of his lemonade.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, changing the subject and showing my concern.

      “Half excited, half shitting my pants,” he replied with a small ironic chuckle.

      “Messy, careful you don’t squirt,” I replied. Bodhi snorted. Levi flashed him a smirk. “First you pee yourself in the dark, and now that you have my heart, you break it to me in a room full of people that you sometimes shit your pants?”

      A chuckle escaped his lips, and he linked his fingers in mine before placing our hands on the table. “Don’t make me regret bringing you with me,” he warned.

      “Liar, you couldn’t wait for me to get here this evening, if that kiss in the car was anything to go by,” I replied.

      “I make that two to nil for Trinnie,” Bodhi chuckled, keeping score.

      “And I can fire you in a heartbeat, mind your loyalty,” Levi shot back.

      Bodhi laughed. “Never gonna happen. None of the others would drag your ass home and set you up with a hangover cure like me.”

      “True,” Levi contemplated. He turned to me. “I am a liar. I appreciate you being here. You take the edge off everything,” he disclosed again.

      “Not everything, I hope,” I replied in a flirtatious comment.

      “Definitely not that,” he replied, wiggling his brows suggestively and sliding a hand up my thigh.

      I caught it to stop it from dipping into the apex between my legs. “I’m touched that you want to share such a key moment in your life with me,” I said back.

      He turned sideways and held my head in his hands. “I want to share everything with you.”

      “Everything?” I asked, wagging my brow. This comment hot on the heels of his previous one about me moving in kind of scared me. I made light of it because in the scheme of things, we hadn’t been serious for long.

      “Everything. I don’t want to wait to do that either. Seeing Connie today, taught me so much about myself. You’re fucking incredible, baby. I’d be a fool not to do everything I can to keep you.”

      “That kind of talk makes me nervous,” I said as the server brought more drinks, and broke up our conversation.

      “Makes me nervous too,” he replied, and grinned. He held his shot glass up and toasted me. “To the girl I noticed for all the wrong reasons in middle school, and the women beside me who blew me away with her wit, sexy body and incredible calming ways. I never thought I’d see the day when I said I was all in with one woman, Trinnie, but now I can’t imagine life any other way.”

      My heart fluttered wildly as he raised the shot higher and tossed it to the back of his throat. He grimaced after he swallowed. “Fuck me, I’m out of practice. That was harsh going down.”

      “As long as it’s only the whiskey you’re talking about.” Levi grinned at my smutty remark.

      “Oh, trust me, once this is out of the way,” he said, nodding toward the stage. “There will be some serious going down later, and I know that’ll taste extra smooth on my tongue.” I squirmed in my seat, and both he and Bodhi noticed. “Hm, I see your sass backfired again, while mine definitely hit the spot.” Bodhi chuckled but didn’t turn around, and I couldn’t help the smile that crept over my face.

      “Two one,” Bodhi muttered, keeping score again.

      The music stopped and the DJ spoke to someone beside him, as a guy placed a single guitar beside a microphone stand and stool. He then adjusted the mic on the stand and left the stage.

      “Dudes, it’s my pleasure to introduce our live act for tonight. Those of you who are regulars here will know what I mean when I ask you to please show your appreciation for the lovely Bethany Hargrove.”

      Applause erupted and Bethany wandered out on stage, completely confident and dressed in a plain baggy T-shirt, torn jeans and a pair of converse shoes.

      Climbing onto the stool, she bent her head, grabbed her guitar and threw the strap over her head, flicking her long dark hair out from under it. When she looked up again, her gaze was direct and determined toward the clubgoers.

      “Hey, everyone. How are you all doing tonight?” she asked as she gently strummed some chords on her guitar, like it was a backing track to her question.

      Some people shouted, ‘good’ and ‘great’ and she gave them a thumbs up. “Thanks for hanging around to listen to the set I’ve put together for you all … I hope you like it.”

      Bethany sang an acoustic version of “Video Games” by Alana De Ray, putting her own interpretation on it. You could have heard a pin drop in the crowded room. I glanced over at Levi who sat transfixed and wondered what was going through his mind at that moment in time. When she finished, he applauded loudly.

      “She’s fucking epic!” Levi’s spontaneous outburst showed his genuine opinion about Bethany’s performance.

      “I fucking love that song,” Bodhi mumbled.

      Bethany followed the first song by singing “Falling” by Harry Styles, “Demons” by Imagine Dragons and a few other popular songs. With my eyes half on Bethany, and half on Levi, I watched how taken he was with her act.

      A few times he glanced toward me with an awestruck look on his face that made me scared that he could get hurt if she rejected him. It had taken me a while to tease Levi’s family history out of him and had felt his vulnerability when he had spoken about it.

      A few moments later a couple of fans noticed Levi and stopped to express that they were fans of Screaming Shadows. Bodhi made a move to get rid of them, but Levi signaled for him to sit back down.

      I sensed immediately that Levi was trying not to draw attention to himself. He thanked them and he gently pointed out he was trying to watch Bethany’s performance. Apologizing, they moved away and sat down at a prebooked table near us.

      As the set moved on, Bethany began to play some chords that I recognized. Levi’s head spun and he stared at me with shocked, wide eyes. “Is she going to sing what I think she is?” he asked, looking stunned.

      “Guess so,” I replied with a gentle smile and gripped his hand tighter.

      “So, this song has a lot of meaning for me,” Bethany began. “Somewhere out there in the universe there’s a guy that’s related to me.”

      Levi shook his head. “She’s talking about our father,” he guessed. “I didn’t write this song about him. I wrote it about my mother,” Levi explained. The song was titled, ‘Wherever You Are, I Hope You’re a Little Bit Proud of Me.’

      Instantly, the fans that had previously spoken to Levi began heckling him to get up and duet the song with her. The commotion became so distracting that Bethany stopped playing. She shaded her eyes from the light and peered out into the dark.

      “Levi Milligan is here,” one of them shouted toward the stage.

      Bethany’s hands flew to her cheeks and the poor girl looked embarrassed. Levi slid down in his chair like he hadn’t wanted to be noticed, but by that time he had the attention of most of the room.

      “Do it,” I coaxed, nodding. Initially, he refused and shook his head, and I could see from the way his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat that the moment had overwhelmed him. My heart went out to him and I hugged him and squeezed his hand again. “It’ll mean something to you both in the future,” I coaxed again.

      “Fuck it,” he said, picking up the second shot and throwing his head back to take it down his throat. He stood up to a cheering crowd when it became clear that he was game to do it.

      Instantly, Bodhi was out of his chair clearing his path to Bethany. My heart was in my throat as I watched Levi approach the stage. He stopped and spoke to her, as if asking her permission. She nodded and shook her head like she couldn’t believe what was happening. Bouncing once on his toes, Levi levered himself effortlessly up onto the stage beside her. He leaned forward, cupped his hand around his mouth and said something to her, but I noted he didn’t touch her.

      Bethany shook her head, grinned and covered her mouth with her hand, like she was suddenly self-conscious. Levi nudged her side with his elbow and although she looked hesitant, she dropped her head and began to play the chords of the intro she had already played before.

      The following three and a half minutes on that small stage were pure magic because they sang together with a familiarity that made them appear as if they had been around one another for years.

      When the song finished, there wasn’t one person in that room that wasn’t screaming for more. Levi leaned in and said something else to her. Bethany beamed, clutched both hands to her chest and replied. Before he left the stage Levi leaned forward and spoke into the microphone. “Thanks for indulging those Screaming Shadows fans in the room … guys, wasn’t this gorgeous lady awesome?”

      As the crowd of clubgoers cheered, Levi jumped down from the stage, and made his way back to me. “Come on, we’re out of here. I don’t want to distract the crowd from listening to the rest of her set.”

      As we left, I watched Bethany’s narrowed eyes follow us out, and right before we stepped out of sight, Levi turned and saluted her. We followed Bodhi down to a waiting car that miraculously knew where to find us. Opening the door, Bodhi waved us inside, before he got back in the front again.

      “Fuck me, did that just happen?” he asked, holding his hands out, palms down. I noticed they were shaking a little. “I haven’t had a buzz like that in years. Did you see that?” he asked again, his eyes dancing with excitement. “Her voice was as smooth as pure honey. It gave me goosebumps,” he admitted.

      “It did happen, and you were both amazing together. She’s most definitely related to you. She didn’t have a shred of nerves singing with you. It’s like she was born to do it, right?”

      He nodded, and the smile fell from his face. “My father was a really shitty man, walking away from those girls. But you know what? He missed out—bigtime. He had two fantastic kids he never knew. It kind of gives me comfort that he didn’t get to contaminate their lives like he did their mothers’.”

      “Why didn’t you stay and talk to her?” I probed.

      “It wasn’t the time. I need to do this introduction right … think it all out. I can’t explain all the conflicting thoughts … the denial … the heartache I felt when I had the call about Esther. I figure Bethany’s gonna experience much the same when she finds out she has siblings.”

      “Good point. It’s easy for me to sit here and feel excited for you, but I agree, it’ll come as a shock.”

      “I invited her to lunch tomorrow,” he explained. “I just need a quick word with Jude, Duncan and Connie … Fuck, I hope she stays sober until tomorrow,” he said when he became side tracked by Connie’s addiction. “I’m going to talk to Esther in the morning, after I give Jude a heads up. I hope Esther takes the news okay. Thank God, she’s already here in New York and I don’t need to wait longer. I’d like it if we could tell her together.”

      “Sounds to me like you have it all worked out in your head,” I said.

      “I do … mostly. But I’m praying it turns out for the best all around. Now,” he said pulling out his cell phone. “I need Bernadette to arrange a private dining room for all of us.”
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      Levi

      “Morning, sweetheart.” I bent, hugged Esther and kissed her forehead. “It’s great to see you. Are you and Jude still coming down to The Keys when the tour finishes?”

      “Yep, got the whole week off,” Esther replied, smiling.

      “You’ve been stepping up again, right? Principal in the show?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, but I’m leaving at the end of next month.”

      “Oh, why’s that?” I asked, frowning. Esther shot a look to Jude, who closed his eyes and nodded. I instantly felt big news coming and wondered if she had gotten a different job in another country or something.

      “Well … Jude got a bit reckless one night and … you know how he didn’t want the house with the picket fence, the two kids and the dog?”

      “You’re getting a dog, dude?” I joked, gauging Jude’s mood at the news Esther was pregnant without her saying so. I’m going to be an uncle. A smile spread on my lips. “Fuck, this family is expanding faster than a middle-aged man’s waistline.”

      “It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Jude remarked, resigned.

      “Fine words from an ecstatic soon-to-be-father,” I said. “You happy?” I asked Esther, ignoring Jude’s frowning face.

      “Elated … and so is he,” she proclaimed, shoving him when he came alongside her. Jude chuckled and looked a little embarrassed at her calling him out. “He’s just trying to play the cool, broody, drummer dude he used to be, before he got with me.”

      “Congratulations.” I could have asked a hundred questions about their plans in the minutes that followed, but I figured there would be plenty of time for that later. They had months before the kid would arrive. Besides, I had news of my own, and it appeared it was a big day all round for family secrets and revelations.

      “Thank you. So, to what do we owe the pleasure?” my sister asked. I frowned and must have looked puzzled. “It’s usually us coming to find you, not the other way around,” she explained.

      “Ah, right. Well,” I said, taking her hand and leading her to the couch in the suite. “I have some huge news to share as well … and it involves you every bit as much as it does me.”

      “What is it?” she asked as her eyes searched my face.

      Inhaling deeply, I closed my eyes and wrestled to keep my heart in check. When I opened them again, Esther’s gaze had become intense.

      “Dad wasn’t great to either of our moms,” I began.

      She instantly frowned. “I know.”

      “What I need to share with you is huge, and there’s no way to say it that won’t shock you. So, I’m just going to rip off the Band-Aid and say it.”

      “Right … God, you’re scaring me.”

      “Dude,” Jude warned me. He strode over to Esther, sat down beside her and took her hand in his.

      “I found out this week that we have another sister.”

      “Excuse me?” Esther’s eyes bulged in shock as she processed the news.

      I nodded. “I kind of met her by accident last night, but she doesn’t know I’m related to her yet. Her name is Bethany, and she’s right here in New York. She’s only a few months younger than you are.”

      “Wow,” Esther muttered. She fell silent as she took in what I’d said.

      Jude and I sat quietly while she gathered her thoughts, until she eventually spoke. “This is crazy. Are you kidding me?” she asked. Her eyes flitted between me and Jude.

      “At this point most people would say, I wish I was. But I’ve seen her, Esther, and from what I saw, she’s awesome.”

      When the news sunk in, the questions came thick and fast from my sister, as her breathing grew shallower and faster. “Where did you meet her? I mean how? How do you know about her?”

      “Whoa, sugar, take a breath,” Jude coaxed as he pulled her in for a side hug.

      I relayed the story from how Duncan had gotten in touch and my subsequent visit to Connie. “Bethany’s a musician. She plays guitar … sings … nightclubs mostly from what Duncan said.” I then told her what had happened last night and explained that I’d invited her to lunch.

      “I was hoping you’d want to help me explain who we are,” I finished.

      Esther sat quietly mulling over my proposal and for a few moments, I thought she was going to bow out. I was relieved when she slowly nodded and raised a brow. “Of course, I need to be there.”

      I explained the plan for lunch and that Bernadette would tell them when I was ready. Esther stood and hugged me. “Fuck our dad, Levi. I’ve always wanted a sister.”

      I chuckled. “Makes me wonder how many more of us there are out there.” It was said as a joke, but the sentiment of it wasn’t lost on either of us. For all I knew my dad’s oats had been sown so widely there may have been enough of us to form the next big group of siblings since the Osmonds.

      It was still early morning when I’d gone to talk to Esther. I’d left Trinnie stretching in bed, and I couldn’t wait to get back to her, I excused myself and went back to the hotel suite. I felt disappointed when I found Trinnie was already dressed and she’d ordered breakfast, which was sitting on the small dining table.

      “How did she take it?” she asked, concerned as she poured me a coffee.

      “Okay … I think. She’s acting a little introspective. But she’s agreed we’ll tell Bethany together.”

      “Good. Do you think it would help if I went to see Esther?”

      My heart squeezed. Trinnie always knew how to smooth things over for me. “That would be amazing. Would you mind?”

      “Not at all. She’s family after all,” she said with a wink.

      Hearing her say it like she was family made my heart leap. I wanted that … family. The bigger the better, after only having Jude’s to fall back on.

      “Okay, I’m going to do that right now. You need to shave and get your act together. I won’t be long. Besides, I think you could use a few moments on your own to collect your thoughts.” She stood and wandered over to the door. “Can I take this key?” she asked, holding up a card. I nodded, grateful that she knew what I needed without me having to tell her. “Text Jude and let them know I’m on my way.”
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      “Today’s the day,” Deakon stated after he’d entered my suite and began helping himself to coffee from my breakfast tray. “Big day,” he repeated.

      “Yeah,” I replied nervously as I wrapped a towel around my waist and took a seat in a chair. I’d only been back from telling Esther ten minutes before and had jumped into the shower.

      “She’ll be stoked, dude. Look how your relationship with Esther turned out. Plus, this one is more mature than Esther was, when you first met her.”

      “Bethany. Her name’s Bethany,” I informed him. Saying her name made my heart clench. She was around Esther’s age and unfortunately had had a much tougher life than either of us growing up.

      “How did it feel seeing her last night?” he asked.

      “Bodhi told you?” He nodded. “Weird … wonderful … incredulous. I sat there watching her and thought ‘that little girl up there on the stage, is closely related to me’.”

      “Can you see a resemblance?” he asked, interested.

      “She has dark hair, like Esther. She’s petite like her too. But it’s the gray-colored eyes we all have that are unmistakable.

      “Is she as pretty as Esther?” Deakon probed, grinning.

      “Yeah, she’s stunning, so don’t go getting any ideas,” I snapped.

      Deakon chuckled. “Well, I can’t wait to see Daddy Bear come out to protect this one. Jude did that for you the last time a little sister popped up.”

      “You ass,” I remarked, but my mood was so high, I let Deakon’s comment slide.

      “Trinnie said she’s a heartbreaker,” he said.

      “You spoke to Trinnie?”

      “Of course, we had alone time in the elevator.” I chuckled.

      “That’s a relief, I thought you had her number,” I said, joking but clutching my heart like I meant it.

      “I do. She’s a realtor, anyone can get her number,” he replied, wagging his brow.

      I growled, “Don’t piss me off, I’m in a good mood.”

      “I know. Why do you think I’m yanking your chain so much?” I laughed. “But seriously, I’ll be with you in spirit today. You’ve got this, buddy,” he said. “Trinnie said you sang with her.”

      “God, I did, and you know what? She behaved cool as fuck. Not a hint of nerves. I had a hard time taking my eyes off her. I was careful though. I didn’t want her to think I’d taken advantage of the situation I found myself in. If it hadn’t been for those fans heckling me, I would have stayed in the background.”

      “But it got her to lunch, so it turned out fine,” Deakon mused.

      “Yeah, and if that goes well, I’ll invite her to the gig tonight.”
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      A knock on the door interrupted us. Deakon rose from his seat and wandered over to the door. I knew it wasn’t Trinnie because she’d taken the key when she went to talk to Esther.

      “It’s Jude,” he announced, opening the door. Jude and Mikey strolled in, and Deakon closed the door again.

      “I left Esther in Trinnie’s capable hands, to have a girl talk before the big event. I thought you’d be ready and waiting,” he teased.

      “Yeah, I’m gonna go like this. I think it’s important to dress down when I introduce myself. I wouldn’t want to intimidate the poor girl,” I joked, gesturing down at my towel.

      “It’s your sister you’re meeting, not a stripper,” Deakon chipped in.

      “And I’ll remind you not to ogle her like she’s a stripper, when you meet her,” I warned, scowling.

      Standing, I adjusted the towel around my waist. “Give me five minutes to dress. Trinnie should be back around then as well.”

      Leaving the others talking, I headed to the bedroom and quickly got dressed.

      The easy conversation with Deakon and Jude helped relax me. Until Deakon arrived, I hadn’t realized how keyed up I’d been. Every time someone mentioned Bethany or the lunch I was about to attend, my chest tightened and my heart pounded inside it. I was conscious that no matter how we approached this meeting, Bethany was bound to feel blindsided afterward.

      Bernadette had done a great job of arranging a private dining room in the same hotel we were staying. It was quite an intimate space, and the table setting didn’t look all fancy and intimidating.

      The round table, with its starched white tablecloth, would usually have sat eight people, but was set for lunch for five, although the rest of the empty chairs were still in place.

      We had all been situated at one side of the table to create an intimate setting on one side, but the staff had done a great job of filling the empty space on the table. They had placed a flower arrangement, water glasses and a basket of bread on it, all of which could easily be removed if Duncan and Connie joined us.

      I had no idea whether we’d get to eat lunch, or if anyone would join us or not. Everything rode on how Bethany took the news.

      Waiting somewhere in the hotel were Connie and Duncan, and I was relieved when Raff texted me to say Connie appeared sober.

      “Relax, honey. She’s going to love you as much as I do,” Trinnie offered. She smoothed a hand down my chest and let it rest over my heart. Her touch instantly centered me, even when my heart was beating like a jackhammer against my breastbone.

      “Thanks. Fuck, this is worse than when I met Esther.”

      “You’ve got this … just breathe. You’re not being asked to be Bethany’s guardian,” Trinnie instructed me, injecting a little humor into the situation with a warm, if somewhat sympathetic, smile.

      I held a chair out for her, and once she had sat down, I sat next to her. There were empty chairs all around us. With my girl on my right, I glanced at the chair on the left where I knew Bethany would sit. I drew in another long breath and exhaled slowly to calm my nerves. A few moments later, Bernadette came into the dining room to tell us Bethany had arrived.

      I nodded. “Go get her … but ask Esther and Jude to come in before you do.”
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      Levi

      Trinnie grabbed my hand under the table and gave it a squeeze. “It’s going to be okay,” she reassured me again. “You’re a good man, Levi. I’m sure no matter how Bethany reacts today, she’ll figure that out.”

      Placing my spare hand on the back of Trinnie’s head, I pulled her face closer to mine. “Did I tell you that I love you yet today?”

      “No, but I figured I’d let it slide because your mind is on some other girl,” she replied with a loving smile.

      I stared intently into her beautiful eyes and sighed. “It is, I’m sorry.” I sighed again. “Forgive me for being so tardy. I love you, baby.” As I said those words, Bernadette held the dining room door open, and her face looked apologetic.

      Esther stepped through the door without Jude and at the same time as Bethany. The two girls glanced at one another, and my heart clenched at the fact they were strangers at that moment, but Bethany would know the significance of Esther and I before she walked back out that door.

      Adrenaline pumped through my veins as blood roared in my ears the minute we were all in the same room. I recognized the impact the occasion had on Esther. I watched helplessly from my position, as she fought back tears and my heart ached. Bowing her head, she managed to collect herself by the time she sat down next to Trinnie. Jude slipped around the door, and quickly joined Esther at the table.

      Sliding my chair back as I stood, I stepped away from the table and smiled as Bethany closed the space between us.

      “Hello, Bethany. Thank you for joining us,” I said, offering her a hand to shake. Her skin felt baby soft, her hand—delicate and petite. Holding it suddenly felt wrong, but a handshake had been the only thing I could think of. I let go of her hand and turned to look at Trinnie. “I don’t believe I got the chance to introduce you to my girlfriend last night,” I said, stepping toward Trinnie and placing my hand gently on her shoulder. “This is Trinnie.”

      Bethany flashed Trinnie a smile and gave her a small wave. Trinnie waved back. “Lovely to meet you, Bethany.”

      “Likewise,” Bethany replied. “Thank you for inviting me here. Last night was a little … unreal.”

      “For me too,” I replied honestly to the young woman that stood by the table. I figured that I may have looked the picture of calm, while inwardly I fought the chaos in my brain. Blood continued to roar in my ears as my heartbeat raced, and I felt I could barely catch a breath.

      “Grab a seat,” I heard Trinnie prompt, and her voice somehow refocused me.

      “Yes, please, sit,” I advised, gesturing to the chair next to me. “This is my lovely sister, Esther,” I said. The moment I saw Esther’s stunned face, I realized we wouldn’t get through lunch without telling Bethany the truth. Jude sensed my concern and put his arm around Esther. “This is Jude,” I added. Jude kissed Esther’s temple and she flashed him a worried glance. He whispered something to her, and she nodded. Then she seemed more settled after this.

      A server came from nowhere and we ordered a round of drinks. By the time he left, I’d gathered my nerves again and had reconciled myself that the time was now.

      “That was some set you pulled off last night … what I saw of it anyway,” I corrected, having left halfway through. “I’m sorry if you thought I was rude leaving. I was thoroughly enjoying the show. I only left because I had a couple of fans in the room that wouldn’t leave me alone, and I didn’t want a distraction to ruin your performance.”

      “Oh, I’m used to people disrupting my sets. Bar fights and whatnot are common in some of the places I play.” I almost growled at the thought she was at risk, playing in unsafe bars. “I don’t suppose you get much of that though, right?” She grinned and my heart grew bigger. She had a sassy sense of humor and I felt love begin to grow in my heart for her.

      “Oh, believe me, there were times when we sang in places where the stage had cages in front of them to stop the bottles from knocking us out,” I shot back, making her laugh.

      “I couldn’t believe it when you asked me to come to lunch. When you left without arranging anything, I felt crushed. Then, I found out that someone had contacted the club manager with the details about today. When I got the message, I was so excited, I almost fainted.”

      Her comment tore my heart open because she was my little sister and we’d missed so many lunches together. It was a weird feeling and very different from when I’d met Esther. Even though Esther had been much younger, Bethany somehow felt more in need of my protection. Maybe I was just more mature or less fucked up than I had been when Esther came on the scene.

      I decided the deceit had gone on long enough. There was no gentle way of disclosing what I had to tell her. “Bethany, I invited you here today, not only to tell you how awesome I think you are as a musician, but to tell you some personal news that I recently found out … we found out,” I corrected.

      I glanced toward Esther. Her eyes shone with tears, and as she appeared to be too choked up with her emotions to speak, I realized it fell on me to tell Bethany we were all related,

      “I knew … know your mom, Connie … and your Uncle Duncan.”

      “You do?” She looked embarrassed and I sensed immediately it was because of her mom’s drinking. “My mom’s—”

      “I know,” I interjected, cutting her off. “Your mom’s had it tough, raising you by herself after your grandma died,” I explained without letting her speak. “But it shouldn’t have been like that. Your life shouldn’t have been like that.” Bethany frowned and she shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Your mom told you that you were conceived after a one-night stand, right?”

      Immediately Bethany’s cheeks grew pink. “Look, I don’t know what this is,” she protested and started to stand up.

      “We’re sisters,” Esther blurted out, half standing as well. The room fell silent for a beat, until Bethany scoffed in disbelief. “What did you say?”

      I held a hand up for Esther to stay quiet. “Let me explain. Please take a seat, sweetheart.” I pleaded with my eyes, and she sat gingerly in her seat again. Jude took her hand, and this calmed her down. “My dad, James Milligan, had an affair with Esther’s mom,” I began.

      “Yeah, I heard you talk about her in an interview on the radio once.”

      “What Connie … your mom never told you was, that she also knew my dad.”

      “Are you saying my dad is your dad? Her dad?” she asked, pointing to Esther. Bethany’s breathing grew faster and I saw her pulse beat rapidly in her neck.

      “Yeah, sweetheart. I’m your half-brother, and Esther’s your half-sister. We all have the same dad.”

      Bethany vigorously shook her head and stood up again. “Are you telling me my mom knew who my dad was all this time, and she didn’t fucking tell me?”

      “Please,” I said, placing my hand over hers. She glanced down at it and back to me. “Don’t you want to know the rest of the story? Your story? Ours?” I asked, nodding toward Esther. Bethany glanced toward the door and for a moment I thought she was going to make a run for it. “Please, Bethany?” I pleaded again.

      She shook her head in denial. “Nuts … is what this is,” she muttered, glancing from me to Esther. “I’m honestly related to you … and her?” she asked, tipping her chin toward Esther. The tone of her voice told me how incredulous she found it all.

      “Yeah, Bethany, you are … and we’d love the chance to get to know you. Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll finish explaining what we know?” I said, praying she’d comply. She hesitated for another beat, then did as I asked. Her hands flew to her cheeks and stayed there, like she was too shocked to move.

      “Do you need a minute?” I asked in an even tone. She shook her head but still held her cheeks, so I continued. “Your mom had an affair with my father. But believe me when I tell you, I believe my father took advantage of her, he did the same to Esther’s mom.”

      “My mom’s a drunk,” Bethany stated, flatly.

      “I know, and my father must take some of the blame for that. Your mom, and Esther’s, were pregnant around the same time. From what Duncan said, my dad left New York shortly after my mom … died, and we relocated to Florida. He’d slept with his best friend’s little sister.

      “From living with my dad, I know he wasn’t an honest man. He was always taking advantage of people; it was how he got by. Your mom was a young, innocent girl, most likely corrupted by him. Connie must have felt helpless back then, so please try to cut her some slack. Despite her addiction, she never gave up on you.”

      “Don’t tell me what to feel about her. You didn’t have to live with her. In the past couple of years, I’ve been more of a parent to her than she ever was to me.”

      The conversation paused and I took a minute to let that statement sink in. “I’m sorry, Bethany,” I said, because I hadn’t walked her walk, and I’d never meant an apology more.

      “Beth. It’s Beth,” she mumbled with her face scrunched up like she hated her full name.

      “Okay, Beth. I realize how shocking this news is for you.”

      “You can’t. You can’t feel for me,” she muttered, indignantly.

      “No, I can’t feel for you. I’ve been where you are right now. In case you’ve forgotten, I had no idea Esther existed either. If anything, I should be the one in shock. I was only a kid when my mom died, and then I found out two women had babies by my father in the months following her death.”

      Bethany’s head reeled back in shock, and I watched her absorb that information.

      “Our dad,” she said, like she was trying the words out.

      “Excuse me?” I asked when she didn’t say anything else.

      “You keep saying my dad this, my father that, if he really was mine too, then it’s our dad.”

      I recognized the small win and nodded. “You’re right, of course, our father … not that the term should ever be used with pride.”

      “She should have told me,” Beth said bitterly.

      “She should be awarded a medal for not telling you,” I replied.

      The devastation was clear in Beth’s face. Despite him abandoning her, she would have given anything to meet him, no matter what I’d said.

      “I used to feel like you,” Esther piped up. “All I wanted was for him to come through our door and put a smile on my mom’s face. Believe me when I tell you, the man brought nothing but misery and false promises to our home. He died when I was seven … you’d have been around that age too. This isn’t the time, but trust me, one day we’ll sit down, and I’ll tell you all I know about that man, and you’ll be glad you never knew him.”

      Beth began to cry, and my heart broke a little that we’d filled her head with negative thoughts about the man who had given her life. That thought was quickly amended because had it been up to him, Beth wouldn’t exist.

      “Now that you know who we are, I think it would be good to have a long talk with your mom. She’ll fill in the parts of your story, we don’t know.”

      “Talk with my mom? What time is it?” she asked herself, “Oh, lunchtime. She’ll be wasted now—flat out in that fucking chair she sits on by the window.”

      “You’re wrong. She’s here … as is your uncle Duncan. They’re waiting to join us.” I nodded at Bodhi who had also stood quietly by the door to ensure no one entered once we’d begun to talk. He slipped out the door to bring Connie and Duncan to us. “None of us knew how to handle telling you all of this. Duncan contacted me and when he told me about you, I couldn’t wait to meet you,” I confessed.

      “I bet,” she muttered in a tone laced with sarcasm.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Who did I sing with last night? Do you think I was there by accident? It took every cell in my body not to claim you as my sister up there on that stage.”

      “It’s true,” Trinnie chipped in. She had been my rock, silent throughout, giving me strength to deal with the difficult task I’d faced at the start of the day. “I would have sworn Levi didn’t have a nerve in his body unless it had something to do with family. I even flew up here to support him because he was afraid he’d screw up and hurt you.”

      “I almost fainted when you came out of the shadows, no pun intended, and walked toward me last night,” Beth admitted, in a rare moment of candor.

      “You could say I’m an outsider here,” Trinnie began. I immediately grabbed her hand and brought it to my lips.

      “You’re an integral part of my family now,” I told Trinnie. You’re mine, and you’re going nowhere,” I said firmly. She smiled a little bashfully and shook her head.

      “Damn, your brother is hot,” she muttered to both girls at the table. Even Bethany chuckled. “Anyway, where was I,” she asked herself, then she smiled when she’d picked up the thread of her thoughts. “As I was saying, looking in,” she said choosing her words carefully, “the thing that struck me sitting here, is how unimpressed you are that Levi is your brother.”

      “How can I be impressed when I can’t believe I have siblings at all? All my life I’ve wanted a big brother, and it’s … this,” she said gesturing toward him.

      Esther laughed. “Right?” The girls looked at one another and both laughed this time.

      “Did I miss something?” I asked, my eyes flitting from each of the three women at the table and then to Jude, who shrugged.

      “Obviously,” Trinnie replied, chuckling. “It’s an ovary thing … I’d explain but you’d never get it,” she added, smiling.

      “This … you,” Beth said waving a pointed finger between us … “And you,” she did the same to Esther … “And her,” she added nodding toward Trinnie, it’s a lot … no it’s a fuck of a lot to take in. Imma gonna need time to … what’s the word?” she tapped her finger against her lips.

      “Process,” Trinnie obliged.

      “That’s it … process.”
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      Levi

      “What the hell did I do to deserve you?” I asked, grinning.

      “You grew great teeth,” Trinnie replied, straight faced.

      I chuckled. “You and my fucking mouth,” I remarked as I walked her back toward the bed and gently pressed her soft, warm body into the mattress with mine. I settled my hips between her legs and slid my hand up inside her blouse. She smiled, seductively.

      “I love when you fuck me with your mouth,” she shot back, quick witted as ever.

      “Is that so,” I asked as her dirty comment hit home. Blood flowed into my cock, making it stiff and ache in my jeans.

      “Yeah, so why don’t you give me the full rock star treatment since I recently retired from the role of mediator with your new sibling.”

      “You couldn’t handle the full rock star treatment,” I remarked, scoffing.

      “You think? So, you’ve been holding out on me?” She pouted.

      “Well now, that depends. How do you feel about being bent over and fucked in public?” Trinnie’s face paled and I almost burst out laughing. “What about being cuffed to a railing and fucked, while bent over in public?” I asked, adding to my initial question.

      “Ah, I don’t do cuffs, and you don’t have any handy anyway,” she teased, instantly grinning like she thought the conversation was a joke.

      “Baby, cuffs have always been one of the staples in my tour bag … right next to the condoms … I never knew when they’d come in handy.”

      Trinnie’s smile fell when I pushed off the bed. I lifted the carry-on bag, knowing they were still inside. I hadn’t used the cuffs in over a year … not since I’d slept with a whore I’d met, while I was with Keela. I’d forgotten all about them until I mentioned them, as they had been stored in a small zipper pocket I hadn’t gone into since.

      I could tell she thought I was pretending to dig them out and she sat grinning as she watched me reach into my bag. The moment I pulled them out of the pocket, she looked horrified and shot off the bed, pulling her top back into place.

      Thinking we were still being playful, I balanced the cuffs over two fingers and swung them pendulously, like I was teasing her. Instantly, she rushed me and shoved me on my ass.

      “What the fuck?” I muttered, turning to see her heading toward the door.

      “What the fuck?” she repeated, pointing at her temple like she thought I was crazy. Trinnie was spitting feathers, which was damn hot to watch, but I felt confused about why she’d gotten her panties in a twist. “You have cuffs in your tour bag … next to your condoms? What. The. Fuck. Is right. What the fuck did you take me for?”

      When I realized that she thought I’d screwed around on tour I shot to my feet, made it to the door before her and plastered my back to it. “Baby, it’s not what you think,” I began. She pushed my chest hard, and my back banged against the door. Bodhi instantly unlocked the door with his key card and pushed it open, shoving me into Trinnie. She lost her balance and we both fell onto the floor.

      “Fuck. Sorry, boss. I thought you were fighting,” he said when he saw me on top of her, eyed the cuffs and gave me a sheepish smile.

      “We were—are fighting,” Trinnie insisted, sounding so furiously mad I stared at the fire in her eyes. “Help me get his cheating ass off me. I need to get out of here,” Trinnie muttered beneath me. She shoved my chest again to get me off her.

      Grabbing her wrists, I shifted astride her and caged her to the floor with my hands holding her wrists above her head.

      “Cheating? Seriously?” I scoffed at the irony. “I’ve never been more faithful to anyone in my life. You have all of me. All. Of. Me. Baby, you consume my every waking thought. I don’t have time to focus on anyone else. If jerking off into my hand is being unfaithful, then fuck it, I’m guilty as charged. Roll out the tar and cuff me with those to the nearest lamppost.”

      “You two need to behave,” Bodhi mumbled in a growly tone, like he was the adult telling us kids off. “Trinnie, for what it’s worth, I can vouch for Levi. He’s been a miserable dick without you this tour. No fun at all. Not even a visit to a fucking strip club,” he said, as we both heaved out of breath. “I’ll be outside if you need me.”

      “Not even a strip club?” she muttered, staring up at me with the same fire in her gorgeous eyes.

      I chuckled. “I think I need a better referee in the future, I guess,” I mumbled, and we both fell serious. “Baby, I swear on my life, my dick has been in my pants—other than last night when it was in you. Before that, it was the last time we were together,” I argued, but my voice sounded light because Bodhi’s stupid comment had loosened the tension that had been in the air between us.

      “Why the cuffs then?” she challenged with narrowed eyes.

      “They’re a forgotten treasure?” I suggested with my eyes squinted in a playful question. “I bet you have shit in your purse that you’ve forgotten was there,” I argued again.

      “Oh, like the anal plug I found when I emptied my rarely used purse out last winter?” she shot back. The expression on her face was deadly serious.

      “You do anal?” was what I took from her comment.

      “Almost, once, and it hurt like fuck, so no. But that wasn’t the point of my question,” she replied, still straight faced.

      “You seriously had an anal plug in your purse?” I asked again.

      “Do I look like the type of woman who’d carry an anal plug in her purse?” she muttered.

      “I dunno. What do they usually look like? I mean I haven’t met enough women that do that to help me form a ‘type’,” I replied cockily.

      We stared one another out until she began to laugh, and relief swept through me like a tsunami of soothing balm over my tight chest.

      “I promised you, Trinnie. No games, no cheating, monogamy all the way. I’m all in. The question is, do you trust me enough to be all in with me?”

      “Yes,” she said without a moment’s hesitation.

      Before she could think more on that statement, I sprang to my feet, grabbed the cuffs off the floor. Bending, I slung her over my shoulder fireman style and headed for the balcony.

      “Ow, Levi …what the …” she yelped in surprise, as I carried her upside down.

      “You wanted the rock star treatment. Raw, rough and cuffed,” I told her as I opened the suite balcony door. I knew there was no one close by. The hotel suites had been picked for maximum privacy and security.

      Dropping her to her feet, she protested as I pulled her hands through the railings and cuffed her wrists together. “Jesus, Levi, stop. Someone will see us,” she shrieked, breathlessly.

      “Keep shouting at that volume and I guarantee they will,” I said, chuckling. I reached for the button of her pants, and she stuck out her ass to push me back and to prevent me from reaching it. “Oh, excuse me,” I said, apologetically. “Did you want a spanking as well?” I questioned before delivering a sharp smack on her ass.

      “Ow,” she yelped again so I rubbed it slowly and smacked it harder the second time. “Christ,” she muttered and looked at me over her shoulder. Lust danced in her eyes and her breathing sounded much faster than it usually was.

      “Does this turn you on?” I asked in a dominating tone, as I rubbed her ass cheek again. She maintained eye contact and nodded.

      It had been my intention only to take it so far and then stop, but the burning desire in her eyes told me she was getting off on the thrill of my masterful display. Then and there I decided to take things as far as she’d let me. If at any time she told me to stop, then I would. I was confident I could because I’d never do anything I thought she wouldn’t like or that would hurt her.

      “You only need to say stop now and I will,” I whispered into her ear. She shivered and it made me smile. “Do you want me to stop?” I asked, giving her an out. She shook her head.

      “Then I’ll continue,” I said, lifting her top up her body and sliding my hands around to her amazing tits and giving them a squeeze. I removed one hand, grabbed her hair and pulled her head back, extending her neck fully to see her whole face.

      “See these?” I told her, chomping my teeth together. “You love these, right?” I asked playfully, with my eyes still on hers. The hand still on her tit slid to her waist and popped the button on her pants. I teased down the zipper and they cascaded around her ankles.

      Trinnie gazed transfixed and didn’t reply so I tugged her hair tighter. “Answer me.”

      “I do,” she said with a serious expression although her eyes swam with lust. “They love you too, baby,” I whispered softly in her ear. She shivered again and her response brought another smile to my lips. “My teeth love you so much, they’re going to mark you. Tomorrow morning, when you inspect the ache in your ass, you’ll remember not to mistrust me again.”

      I sank my teeth in her ass and sucked hard, leaving a sizable love bite. I stood back just enough to inspect my work and smoothed my palm over it. “A fine piece of branding if I do say so myself ... It’s unmistakable in its message.”

      “What’s that?” she panted as a gust of wind whipped her hair across her face.

      “It says, you’re all mine,” I whispered seductively as her breath heaved in shallow pants. I tenderly brushed her hair away from her lips and took her mouth in a hungry, punishing kiss. I guessed she’d have bruised lips afterward as I fucked her mouth with my tongue. Trinnie whimpered needily, and I felt her come from that kiss when her knees buckled beneath her.

      I caught her and bent her chest over the balcony railing. “Started without me?” I teased, referring to her orgasm as my hand slid down to her clit inside her thong and massaged it in lazy circles. “Does this excite you, baby. You want this rock star’s cock buried inside you?” I asked, almost chuckling as I said a corny line the old me would never have uttered playfully in my past life.

      “Yes,” she hissed as she tried to open her legs that were restricted by her pants at her ankles. “No,” she protested when I pulled my hand out from beneath her thong. Her body stiffened and I knew she felt frustrated by my slow progress. I slid my hand around her thigh and slid it under her ass to tease her entrance from behind.

      “And just like always, you’re warm, wet and ready for me. Exactly the way I like you.”

      I let go of her hair and dropped to my knees to taste her. I groaned into her entrance when the first drop of nectar hit my tongue.

      “Oh, God,” she muttered in a shaky tone as her knees bent and she slumped forward, her chest resting on the balcony railing.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as her nectar dripped onto my face. “Gotta be inside you,” I mumbled, ditching my plan to eat her out first.

      Climbing back on my feet, I quickly unzipped my fly at the same time. My heavy, stiff cock landed in my hand and ached for her, as I slowly parted her lips with the crown and my length sank inch after inch as I stretched her inside. A sigh of relief came out as a low hiss when I eventually bottomed out. “How does this feel?” I asked as my eyes closed and I took a moment to savor the incredible feeling of her holding me tight and warm inside her body.

      “No words,” she muttered as her ass began to undulate and push back on me. I pulled her thong further to the side and smeared some of her slick juices up over her ass hole. “Were you serious that you had anal once?” I asked as I held her by her hips and fucked her slowly.

      “No penis,” she mumbled, “Oh, God, that’s so good,” her tone weak with desire.

      “The anal plug?” I asked. “Yeah. Dennis … oh god, keep doing that … asked me to wear it to … prepare … you feel amazing …” she said losing her train of thought to the sensation of my slow, grinding movements inside her.

      “Prepare?” I prompted, grazing her asshole with my thumb and watching it pulse at me. It looked so appealing, but I knew she wouldn’t be up for my cock in there … not yet anyway, I told myself.

      “Yeah, but the plug hurt so bad I took it out in a restaurant restroom … I told Dennis I lost it.”

      I chuckled. “I’m not going to ask where he thought it went,” I replied, and she looked over her shoulder and grinned. I grazed my thumb over her tight hole, and she flinched. “One day you’re going to take me here.”

      “I don’t do anal,” she said with conviction.

      “You don’t do cuffs either. How’s that working out for you?” I asked. Before she could answer, I began fucking her hard.

      “Oh, damn,” she muttered, weakly as the balcony railing rattled. “You’re so good at this,” she mumbled.

      “Am I a ten?” I asked. “Go on, admit I’m a ten,” I goaded.

      “You’re a definite nine now,” she mumbled defiantly as I felt her walls tighten on my cock. Recognizing she was close, I stilled my movement instantly and she cried out. “No. Please,” she whined. She tried rearing back to take charge and fuck me. But the cuffs caught in the railings and she couldn’t rock back far enough. I held myself back from the point where I thought I’d be deep enough for her to get herself off and she begged me again. “Stop playing games and fuck me,” she hissed in frustration.

      “Ten,” I repeated, frowning in frustration.

      “Do it,” she ordered again, and tried to take me in deeper. I took a tiny step back and the cuffs prevented her again from getting what she needed from me.

      “Ten,” I said again, and she mumbled something incoherently to herself.

      “What’s left if I give you a ten?” she reluctantly questioned.

      “Moving in with me?”

      She stilled. “Levi, no. I have Gabrielle to think about.”

      “Shh, let me think about her. I promise to make your little girl as happy as her mom,” I said. “Tell me you’ll think about it, and I’ll meet you halfway at nine and a half for now,” I bargained.

      “I’ll think about it …” she agreed.

      “And the nine and a half?” I challenged, sliding my cock deep into her and pulling it back before she could try to get traction.

      “And nine and a half,” she said through a groan. The words were barely out of her mouth before I fucked her so hard, the railings rattled harder and the cuffs clinked rhythmically until the balcony fell silent apart from the gasp she made and the grunt that fell from my lips when we came. She fell limp before her whole body spasmed uncontrollably in a whole-body orgasm.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered as I struggled to hold her up through my own orgasm.

      Breathless, she panted as she hung over the balcony railing, her pants at her ankles and my mark, huge and bright purple on her otherwise round peachy ass as I uncuffed her.

      Once I had gotten my breath back, I stood her upright, pulled my jeans back in place and slid my arms underneath her knees. Lifting her into my arms, I carried her toward the bed with her pants still around her ankles.

      Tossing her on the bed, I took in the sight of her, laid there, totally spent and I’d never seen a woman more beautiful. When her gaze met mine, I frowned like I was pissed at her. “Look at you, destroyed by ‘the rock star experience’,” I teased. Heading toward the bathroom, I glanced over my shoulder and saw her still watching me.  “Nine and a half my ass,” I told her, smugly.
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      “Who’s that girl?” I asked Deakon when he tore himself away from a tall, pretty girl in a green, figure-hugging jumpsuit.

      “Can’t remember her name. Can you ask her for me?” he mumbled quietly, so she couldn’t hear him asking me.

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Why did you invite her back here, if you can’t remember whatever the fuck she’s called?”

      “I didn’t invite her. She came in with one of the roadies, but she made a beeline for me. I recognized the rack on her instantly. My memory’s hazy. But think I spent a night with her, the last time we came to New York.”

      “Hey, sweetheart.” The girl we’d been talking about wandered over to me. “I didn’t catch your name,” I said.

      “Lavinia,” she replied, all starry eyed and lust struck. “Look after my buddy here,” I said, winking at Deakon before I walked away.

      “What the fuck is Lavinia doing here?” Korry asked as he came into the room. “Who invited her?”

      “You know her?” I asked. “Yeah, freaky lay. Deakon and I double dipped the last time we were here … if I’m not mistaken, I think Greg got in on the act as well, but I was so stoned, I can’t be sure.”

      “Well, at least someone she’s fucked remembers her name. You guys behave like fucking animals.”

      “Says the stud,” he replied.

      “I’m a one-woman man these days,” I reminded him.

      “I can’t imagine that about you,” Korry replied.

      “Imagine what?” Deakon inquired, having ditched Lavinia onto some production guy and made his way back to us.

      “Fucking one woman and knowing you won’t have a reserve when she’s on the rag,” Korry replied.

      “Get the fuck outta here. I’m not entertaining this conversation,” I said. “What me and my woman do isn’t up for discussion,” I added.

      “Fuck, dude, he’s got it bad,” Deakon said to Korry. “I never thought I’d see the day …”

      “Let’s hope you do,” I replied. “Believe me, for the right woman you have no idea what you’d do.”

      “Oh, is that Lavinia?” Greg asked, his eyes instantly filling with lust.

      “Yeah, she was asking for you,” Deakon remarked without dropping a beat. “Said you were the best lay of all of us.”

      Korry plastered on a hurt expression. “I thought I was in with her as well,” he said, managing to sound disappointed.

      Greg slapped Korry’s back in commiseration. “Sorry, dude. When you’ve got it …” he trailed off, smiling. He turned and began walking toward her.

      “Well, that takes care of that little conundrum,” Deakon admitted with a wry smirk. His eyes shifted from Greg’s retreating form to Korry’s, and they both burst out laughing.

      I shook my head and Deakon shot me a puzzled look. “What? Boys will be boys,” he said with a wink.

      “In case no one’s told you, it takes a man to please a woman these days.”

      “Oh, I know. But I don’t mind being in that ‘still learning to be a man’ phase … so long as there’s plenty of pussy to practice on. Oh, talking about pussy …”

      “We weren’t … you were,” I pointed out.

      “We’ve got that party tonight, after the gig,” he stated.

      I shrugged like I couldn’t care less, instantly thinking I wouldn’t be going. I’d given Beth a day to let her news sink in on Trinnie’s advice and invited her to our second gig instead. “What party?”

      “My buddy, Gibson Barclay’s,” he muttered, nodding now that he had my full attention.

      “Gibson?” I repeated. I racked my brain but couldn’t remember knowing about this.

      “Yeah, he’s having a fundraiser for that refuge his wife, Chloe has. They flew in from Colorado this morning. He’s holding it here to reach as many of those invited as he can. His team even called Bernadette to find out where we’d be. I’d forgotten it was happening until he texted me,” Deakon offered. “You still coming?”

      “I really should be there. How come I don’t know about it.”

      “Dude, you were supposed to have known. The itinerary Bernadette gave us copies of …” he flashed me a sheepish smile.

      “None of us read that shit,” I mumbled. “Maybe this will teach us a lesson to give it the once over in the future. Still, I’m glad Trinnie’s still here, I would have hated to go there alone. There’ll be groupies all over the place.”

      “I know, right,” Deakon stated, waggling his eyebrows.

      I ignored his salacious grin. “I’ll talk to Trinnie, but it’ll depend on what happens with Beth tonight. All this is new to her, Beth might feel weird being around a lot of celebrities,” I considered aloud. “Just in case, can you message Bernadette and ask her to swing it for Beth, Trinnie and Esther to be on the guest list?”

      “Nah, I’ll ring Gibson,” Deakon replied, pulling out his cell phone and walking away.

      Shortly after our conversation, he told me the girls were confirmed. The band had a brief practice of two new songs we were introducing at the last show in New York tonight, then we all headed back to the hotel.

      As I sat in the transport on the way back, I wondered where I was going to find the energy to get through the gig. It had felt like a long week since I’d arrived in New York, instead of a couple of days, which had left me all out of adrenaline and emotionally drained.

      Thankfully, after the gig we had a couple of days off. I could hardly wait for that downtime to recoup. My feelings had been on a rollercoaster with meeting my new sibling, the band’s first performance at the stadium, and the negotiations between Beth, her mom Connie and Duncan.

      Thank God for Trinnie. I considered how I had managed to get through life before I’d met her. Either that or rehab had made me soft. My wonderful woman had been more support than I could have hoped or wished for, offering her input without forcing her opinions on anyone.

      It was strange watching Beth go through all the steps to accepting what Esther and I said was the truth. I recognized myself during that time, as I had followed the same process as her, experiencing everything from denial to finally believing us.

      There had been one light moment between us as I was leaving her to talk with her mom and uncle in the dining room. When we stood and I leaned in to hug her, she stated, “It’s so cool you’re a musician like me.” I loved that there was no fangirl reaction.

      After meeting Beth, I thought she was very grounded. She was rough around the edges from her upbringing, but she appeared honest. As she spoke, I recognized she had some of the same survival skills that Sadie had adopted in life. They were both kick-ass girls who were unapologetic when stating their frank opinions.

      Afterward, Duncan told me the hardest conversation had been to convince Beth to give her mom another chance and that Connie wanted to take the help I was offering. He said during their talk, Connie had apologized to Beth and had accepted that she’d let her down more times than she could count.

      Duncan also told me he witnessed tears and tantrums on both sides as they each laid out their feelings. However, once Beth had heard the truth of her mom’s story, she accepted that Connie had tried to protect her from being hurt. This instantly made Beth more empathetic toward her mom.

      I called Beth after Duncan’s feedback and she said she had felt as if it was the first honest conversation she’d ever had with Connie. She then confessed she felt ecstatic about her mom trying to get help to kick her drinking habit, but that she was nervous about getting her hopes up.

      “Are you staying here for a while?” Bodhi asked as he opened the door to my hotel suite after arriving back from the stadium.

      “Yeah, why?” I replied.

      “I’m going to grab a shower,” he muttered, tapping the wall by my head. I nodded. He turned and wandered toward the adjoining room next door. I closed my door and turned to see Trinnie sitting with her feet up on the coffee table. She wound a call up and smiled up at me.

      “Nessa’s sending through some condo listings in West Palm Beach for you to look at,” she informed me, placing her phone on the table.

      “I want one in Jude’s building,” I said, wandering over to her and slumping on the sofa beside her. I pulled her in for a small kiss. When I leaned back, I eyed her carefully. “I don’t care if there isn’t one for sale, make offers. I need a high floor four-bedroom condo in the same building … facing the beach,” I added.

      “Why does it need to be in the same building? There’s some beautiful—”

      “No. Same building,” I said, cutting her off. “I shouldn’t be telling you this yet because it’s not common knowledge. But we don’t keep secrets, right?” I muttered, believing I was breaking my sister and Jude’s confidence. But this was Trinnie and I’m sure they didn’t expect me not to share their news with her.

      “Esther’s pregnant. She’ll be spending time in West Palm Beach. I suspect she’ll have the baby there, where she’ll have plenty of help on hand in the beginning.”

      “That makes sense, Gemma and his mom will make such a fuss over the little one and pamper Esther at the same time,” she mused.

      “And if I can persuade Beth to hang out down there for a while, she and Esther will have time to get to know one another. Plus, Beth will be near her mom when Connie progresses to have visitors.”

      “You’re asking a lot of Beth before she’s even gotten her head around this extended family,” Trinnie warned, as she stood and crossed the room to retrieve her laptop that was being charged. “Perhaps you shouldn’t try to control everything.”

      “I’m not trying to control everything, but I disagree. The time to pull us all closer is now, while feelings are running high. Give her a cooling off period and I figure Beth would lose confidence that we really want to know her.”

      Trinnie wandered back over and sat facing me on the coffee table in front of the couch. She placed her hands on my knees and gave them a small squeeze. “Don’t you think everything’s happening too fast?” she challenged.

      My eyes narrowed and I wondered for a minute if she was projecting her own situation with me, onto Beth’s.

      “Are we talking about Beth or are you referring to us? I know I shouldn’t have teased you when I was inside you yesterday, but what I said wasn’t a heat of the moment thing. I was being serious when I asked you to move in with me.”

      She shrugged and I knew I’d hit a nerve. Shifting forward on my chair, I took her face in my hands. “Baby, I’m never going to force you to do anything you don’t want to. If you aren’t ready, then of course I’ll feel disappointed. But I get it. You’ve been here before and you got burned. But from what you said about your ex-husband, he made no effort to meet you halfway.”

      “This is true, he didn’t. But it isn’t just that. What you’re asking of me is a lot. You haven’t even met my family yet and my daughter’s only just starting to settle from the divorce. Hell, I was only beginning to adjust to the idea of being single again myself, when I ran into you,” she explained.

      I eyed her carefully and sighed. “My life was a shit show before I got with you. I lived and breathed drama and bad decisions every day. I get that you’d be scared to commit to the man that I was. But I’m not him anymore. Not since I met you. Despite what most think, people can and do change … with the right incentives,” I protested.

      “I do love you, Levi … I don’t think I’ve ever loved anyone in the same way as I love you.”

      “I feel the same, so please consider what I’m offering. Life with me would be a million light years away from Melbourne and your fuckwad sloth handler ex-husband.”

      She chuckled. “You really know exactly what to say to persuade a girl.”

      “Girls are easy to persuade. It’s this woman I’m having more difficulty with,” I said, tugging her head a little closer. “Go on, be that girl, Baby,” I encouraged. “Fuck the consequences. I guarantee with my hand on my heart, the outcome will be a hundred times better than us living apart.”

      “I’d want Gabrielle to know you better before I could begin to contemplate—”

      “Done,” I said, not letting her finish. “We’ll go get her every weekend we can have her as soon as I’m home if you want. That is if your schedule allows that, of course. I’ll rent a place in Jacksonville, and we can take her there on the weekends … somewhere neutral where we can all get to know one another better. Believe me, I’ll do what it takes to show you how serious I am about us.”

      “Gosh, you really have thought this through,” she said, sounding surprised.

      “I’ve had nothing better to do while I laid on a quiet bus traveling to some far away town or another.”

      “What if you get bored with me … with being a man steeped in domesticity? The man whose girlfriend’s daughter is moody or plays up all the time because her hormones are raging? Gabrielle’s going to be a teen in no time.”

      “We’ll deal with that when it happens … or I’ll head out on a world tour until she’s at least twenty,” I joked. “No, seriously. I’m not asking for this without considering everyone’s situation. Yours, Gabrielle’s, mine. Hell, even Sadie’s and Dennis’s. Fuck, I’ve never thought so hard or considered so much in my life as I have when it comes to this. When I said, I was all in, I knew that meant all the shit that goes with that romantic statement. You saw how important family is to me yesterday. I want this family … us, and that means loving Gabrielle too,” I said, wagging my finger between us.

      “Let’s see how Gabrielle takes us being together first,” she suggested. My heart sank and the disappointment must have shown on my face because she quickly added, “But I promise you, if she feels happy with me moving on, then we can discuss us all living together more seriously.”

      I pulled her head toward me and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “Gabrielle’s in the bag, baby. That kid’s gonna love the shit out of me,” I mumbled against her mouth.

      Trinnie smiled, leaned back and caught me in a serious gaze. “Now don’t go getting ahead of yourself, Levi Milligan. My daughter may be shy, but she’s headstrong. She won’t be as easy to win over as you think.”

      “Trinnie, I’m in the fortunate position where I can hold an audience of fifty thousand fans in my hand on any given night of the week. Gabrielle’s not gonna know what hit her, when she experiences the Milligan charm.”

      I jumped to my feet and peeled off my T-shirt as I crossed the sitting room. “Good chat, Trinnie Dixon, but I need to take a shower. What do you say to me having a bit of company?”

      Closing her laptop as she rose to her feet, she mumbled, “I suppose the condo can wait an hour …” She trailed off as her eyes darkened when they scanned my upper torso.
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      “Did she turn up?” Deakon asked, as we left the stage after another epic performance. Sweat dripped off my chin and I lifted the hem of the T-shirt I’d only been wearing during the encore and wiped my face on it. It was saturated from my effort as my body attempted to cool itself after the heat from the stage lighting.

      “Yeah, she was out there,” I confirmed. Knowing Trinnie, Esther and Beth were all watching from the secure area next to the stage gave me the adrenaline buzz I had needed to get through my performance.

      “Looking forward to meeting her,” Deakon said, smiling.

      “And that’s all you’ll be doing, dude … looking,” I warned.

      Deakon chuckled. “Pity you didn’t say that to Jude,” he replied.

      “Jude’s different. You’re a man whore.”

      “And proud of it. I’m good looking, single and a musician—” Deakon argued.

      “And not modest,” I reminded him as we walked back down the corridor to the dressing room.

      “Can I help it if chicks dig that? Gotta spread the loooove,” he said dramatically, and chuckled.

      “Mind your manners with Trinnie, Esther and Beth, and keep that shit up when you go to Gibson’s gig later as well. By the way, Bernadette got suits for us to wear, didn’t she?”

      Deakon nodded. “I saw the image guy head in there with them … or it could have been a body bag he had over his arm. It’s just a party right … not black tie or anything like that. I laughed at the dress code, it said smart … no band Tees or see-through garments.”

      I chuckled. “I’m guessing that was all Chloe.”

      “Did you make that ten yet?” Deakon asked, changing the subject, referencing Trinnie’s scoring system of men.

      “Fuck off,” I mumbled as I wiped my face again with my T-shirt.

      “Still no, then,” he replied, chuckling.

      “Is this guy giving you shit?” Jude asked, interrupting Deakon yanking my chain.

      “Nah, he’s not man enough for that. Schoolboy antics is all he has,” I told Jude. They both laughed as the door closed behind us in the dressing room and we headed toward the showers.
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      “What a gig,” Beth said quietly, her eyes twinkling excitedly. Bernadette had brought her to a small office room in the corridor away from the rest of the band, where I’d waited for her. Trinnie and Esther had gone ahead to the Green Room, giving Beth and I the opportunity to have a quiet word.

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling strangely awkward, holding her by her shoulders and kissing her cheek.

      “How are things going with Esther?” I asked, as I pulled back to look at her.

      “She’s lovely. We had lunch today, and it felt … nice.”

      “Good, she’s a sweetheart. Strong minded, like I imagine you are,” I disclosed. “Listen, it took Esther and I a few years to get closer. I don’t want that to happen between us. Esther’s scenario was different to ours. Esther felt she was forced on me, given her circumstances and needing me as her guardian,” I explained.

      “I can tell she adores you now, I think she looks up to you.” My chest swelled with love for Esther when I heard Beth’s assessment.

      I smiled. “She’s an amazing girl … and from what I’ve seen of you so far, so are you.”

      Beth blushed and this created a pause in our conversation, so I moved us along. “Right, I’m going to introduce you to the rest of the band,” I warned. “I’ll apologize now for them because I have no idea what’s going to fall out of their mouths, they have no filters.”

      “Musicians think they’re God’s gift to women,” she mumbled light heartedly.

      “So, are you?” I asked.

      She frowned. “What?” She frowned.

      “God’s gift to women?”

      “Are you asking if I’m gay?” she challenged.

      I laughed. “No, I was making a joke. But whatever floats your boat.”

      Beth chuckled. “I’m not gay, but maybe I need to think more about that sexist remark I just made. I implied that only men can be real musicians.”

      I grabbed her hand and began walking her toward the Green Room. “Come on, I have a feeling you’re going to fit in with my crazy band just fine.”

      Deakon spotted us the moment I pushed the door open and came skidding to a halt beside us from across the polished wooden floor, making an ass of himself.

      “Damn, she’s pretty,” he remarked to me, ignoring Beth’s stilted reaction to him.

      “And he’s so-so,” Beth replied, but addressed me.

      I laughed at Beth’s sass. Deakon chuckled, unperturbed by her response. “So, you’re the latest Milligan to pop out of the woodwork? Damn they get better looking all the time.”

      I scowled. “Behave,” I warned.

      “I am,” Beth replied to his question. “Beth Hargrove,” she stated and held out a hand. “You’re the lead guitarist guy, right?” she asked, wagging a finger casually with her free hand, like she was guessing who he was.

      “Get the fuck outta here,” Deakon beamed, his eyes darting toward me and back to Beth. “You know exactly who I am.”

      “Yeah, I do. Sorry, Derek,” she responded, and I laughed louder.

      “I like her,” Deakon replied, nodding his approval and chuckling. “Welcome to the mad house. Maybe you and I should go somewhere quiet, and I can help you make my name unforgettable.”

      “Fuck off, Deak,” I barked. “Enough with the corny lines and hitting on my sister. I’m guessing you’d like to keep those balls attached between your legs?” I queried.

      “No worries, Levi. He’s so not my type,” Beth replied, grinning. “I’d never date a musician.” Beth shuddered like the thought of that made her skin crawl.

      Deakon pointed at me and laughed. “You told her to say that, right?” I put my hands up, grinning. “Not guilty.”

      “You and I are going to be firm friends,” Deakon told her, pulling her toward him and taking a hug without her permission. “Don’t worry I like my balls too much to fuck with this man’s sister.”

      “I’d like that,” Beth replied flatly.

      Deakon frowned. “You want me to fuck with this man’s sister or you want to be friends?”

      “This guy has the attention span of a gnat,” I mumbled through the side of my mouth.

      Beth laughed. “To be friends, Deakon. No getting into my pants though, right?”

      Deakon slumped his shoulders as if he’d been defeated before straightening up again. “Welcome to the family, Beth. Good interview, you’ve passed. I think you’re going to fit right in.”

      “Already told her that. And already told you, friends mean talking and shit, no pawing my sister or trying to stick your tongue down her throat when you’re drunk.”

      “Aw, fuck. You’re no fun these days at all,” he replied. “You smoke? Joints?” he asked her before turning to me for permission. “Can we share joints?” I frowned because a stoned Deakon was loose with his morals. Deakon must have gauged a negative reaction on my face. “Tell you what. Would you write us a friends’ list of do and don’ts?” he asked me.

      “So that was Deakon, the lead guitarist,” I added, grinning as I led Beth away, leaving him standing, watching us go.

      “He’s a riot. I really like him already,” she muttered. I frowned and she chuckled. “I meant what I said. He’s not my type, and I don’t date musicians—ever.”
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      Unlike Deakon, the rest of the band were on their best behavior. Jude had already met Beth from the lunch meeting, when Connie and Duncan joined us as well.

      “She’s gorgeous,” I heard Greg tell Korry.

      “And completely out of bounds,” Korry warned without me needing to tell him.

      “You got it,” I barked at them both. “The only time you put your hands on this girl is to drag her from a burning building or to shove her out of the way from a runaway truck … or any other perilous situation god forbid she finds herself in—otherwise, I’ll break your fingers.”

      Trinnie slid her arm through mine. “Hey there, caveman. Incredible performance as usual,” she stated about the gig, bringing my protective side about Beth back in check. “What time are we going to the party?” My heartbeat slowed as my gaze met hers. It made me realize how keyed up I felt from introducing Beth to my bandmates.

      “I think we should all head out now. I’d rather not go, but it’s Gibson,” I disclosed, like saying his name was explanation enough.

      “Gibson?” Beth asked.

      “Gibson Barclay,” I explained.

      “You’re taking me to a party with Gibson Barclay?” she asked. The tone of her voice told me how incredulous she’d found this.

      “He’s just a man, and the party is for his wife’s charity,” I said, dumbing the party down.

      “The woman’s refuge is an amazing cause. I’m excited to go. I must confess that I had a crush on Gibson a long time ago.”

      “He’s married,” I snapped.

      “I said had.” Trinnie giggled like a girl at my reaction. “I love you, Mr. Jealous. Plus, I crushed on you way longer than I ever did on him. Besides, I only lusted after him when I thought I’d never stand a chance with you.”

      Inhaling deeply, I let my breath out slowly. “You lusted after him? Are you deliberately trying to get my juices flowing?”

      “Why not? Mine have been flowing all evening. More so now for seeing you in those tight dress pants and that sexy white button-down shirt. Your ass looks great in those, by the way,” she advised me. “But I’d put your hands in your pockets if you don’t want to be felt up. The outline of your cock is highly visible through those.”

      Beth coughed as her eyes wandered anywhere except at me.

      I glanced down at my crotch and although I could see a faint bulge it didn’t look obscene. “I’m fine.”

      “Oh, I know you’re fine. But I’d prefer it if no other women thought the same when their gaze gets drawn to your dick during the evening,” Trinnie said.

      “I’ll be wearing a jacket,” I argued, frowning.

      “You’d need a long puffer coat to hide that thing.” Beth coughed again and turned her head away, but not before I saw the smirk on her face. “However, should you get hard for anyone but me, I’ll be watching,” she advised.

      “Nutjob,” I said, shaking my head. “I look fine, there’s not much to see,” I said, shrugging into my jacket.

      “Says the guy with the eight-inch dick,” she shot back.

      “TMI,” Beth muttered and wandered over to a guy holding glasses of wine.

      “And I know exactly how to please with it,” I said in a low tone so that Beth couldn’t hear me. “So that, my baby, is why I can’t possibly be a nine and a half.” Scooping an arm around her body, I tugged her into my side and nodded toward the Green Room Door. “All ready to head to Gibson’s party?” I asked, addressing my bandmates as we made our way out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 82

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi

      From the moment we entered the ballroom it looked like a who’s who of music. There were famous rock bands from the 70’s all the way through to the present day. If I’m honest I was shocked when I recognized some of them, having believed them a long time dead.

      “Oh. My. God. Is that Flynn Docherty over there?” Beth asked, stary eyed for the first time since I’d met her.

      “It is. Want me to introduce you?” I asked as Trinnie stood beside me straining her neck in Flynn’s direction.

      “Would you?” Beth asked, her breathing a little faster.

      “Sure, so long as you don’t hyperventilate,” I said. I followed Trinnie’s gaze and it landed not on Flynn, but on the main man himself. Gibson Barclay was everything we’d all wanted to be when our band started out. I think he was the rock star most lead singers had wanted to be, period.

      I made a move in Flynn’s direction, but Trinnie didn’t move. “Trinnie,” I said sharply, and tugged her sleeve.

      She glanced at me, and I must have looked pissed because she grinned. “Only kidding,” she teased. I realized I’d reacted jealously, just like she’d wanted. “You look so hot when you’re pissed off,” she whispered.

      A growl tore from my throat. “Don’t test me or I’ll put you over my knee in front of all these people. Call it … another rock star experience,” I warned. Trinnie bit her lip, and I straightened my stance. “Beth wants to meet Flynn Docherty. Are you coming with us or am I going to dump your ass right here?” I said, pretending to be upset.

      “Of course, I’m coming. Nothing like having your ovaries tweaked by another hot rock star to keep a girl paying attention.” Beth laughed when I frowned, not understanding what the hell Trinnie meant. “Don’t worry, Levi. I’m sure there is a lot of ovary tweaking going on in this room when women look at you too,” Trinnie said again, patting my chest.

      By the time she’d finished talking Flynn’s eyes met mine and he grinned. “Levi Milligan as I live and breathe, great to see you, dude,” he said in a warm greeting. I loved Flynn, he was a fabulous guy, totally devoted to his manager wife, Valerie. He grabbed my hand and leaned forward to shoulder bump me at the same time.

      “How’s life treating you, Flynn?” I asked, smiling.

      “Can’t complain … well I could but Valerie would ride my ass,” he muttered, giving her the side eye while his wife was deep in conversation with Chloe Barclay to his left. “Insanely busy as usual,” he offered. “But when you’ve got four hungry mouths to feed and a small army of waifs and strays to keep in work, downtime doesn’t get any easier.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “We’ve got a couple of weeks of our tour left as well.”

      “And if I know Donnie, he’s already planning the next one,” Flynn said about our manager. “Oh, Jesus, what am I thinking?” I asked, when Trinnie nudged her elbow into my side and drew my attention away from him. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude,” I said to Beth and Trinnie. “These two beautiful women are mine,” I explained.

      Flynn glanced from Beth on one arm and Trinnie on the other. “I can see you’re overly busy,” he remarked, grinning.

      “Shit no. They’re not like that,” I chuckled, feeling embarrassed that having two women on my arm would have been an acceptable expectation from others. “This gorgeous little treasure is my sister, Beth and this stunningly beautiful woman is my girlfriend, Trinnie.”

      “Damn, I thought you were …”

      “We know what you thought,” Beth interjected, rescuing Flynn from embarrassment. “I’m such a fan of your music, Flynn,” she remarked, suddenly starstruck. Her eyes glittered with excitement, and I reminded myself that apart from my guys, she hadn’t been around anyone famous before.

      “Really?” Flynn asked, flashing her his megawatt smile.

      “Yeah, Canyon and the Untouchable Muse is my favorite album of all time. That cover with your wife as a young girl is perfect for the content,” Beth said, confidently. “I was only a kid when you were in that other band … what were they called?” she asked, clicking her fingers. Flynn’s jaw ticked because there was a huge incident before he broke away from the band she’d referred to and formed RedA with his bandmate Craig.

      “Major Scales,” he muttered.

      “That’s right, what a bunch of tools they were, but you had amazing vocals.”

      “Tools about says it all,” he agreed with an ironic chuckle.

      “Tell me, do you hang out with Sadie much?” Flynn asked, folding his arms as he bit back a grin.

      Beth frowned, confused and Trinnie laughed. “Beth hasn’t had the pleasure of meeting Sadie yet. But my guess is Sadie’s going to love her.”

      “Give me a ring. I want a ringside seat for that meet up,” Flynn remarked. Flynn had met Sadie twice and he and Valerie were of the same opinion as most people when they meet her. They had thought her incredibly rude.

      “She’s mellowed somewhat since she met Trinnie. She even lets her in the kitchen.”

      “Jeez, that makes you a keeper,” Flynn joked.

      “Oh, I’m definitely keeping this one,” I agreed, pulling Trinnie closer and kissing her temple. She smiled up at me and my heart melted.

      “I knew there was something different about you tonight. You’re in love,” Flynn muttered. I grinned and his eyes slid to Trinnie, and he winked.

      “Boss,” I missed Trinnie’s reaction as I turned to see Bodhi hanging back.

      “Give us a minute,” I said to Flynn, and left both women talking music with him.

      “Tyler Knott’s here … and Siranne.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I growled. My narrowed eyes scanned the room to see if I could see her. “How in the actual fuck did she get an invite here?” Tyler, I understood. He networked enough to wrangle his way in anywhere.

      “She came with someone from a warmup band currently touring with Kane Exeter’s band, Hedon1sm,” Bodhi replied.

      “There you are. I thought that was you,” Siranne’s voice dripped with a mixture of seduction and over familiarity that suggested she part owned me. My chest tightened as I turned to look at her. The smug smirk she wore made me dislike her even more.

      “Think again and move on,” I snapped through gritted teeth. She smiled sweetly and stood her ground. “Hey, Flynn. How are you doing? Val and the children well? We should do dinner sometime,” she continued like I hadn’t just slapped her down.

      “Cut it the fuck out, Siranne. What are you doing here?” I challenged again in a low tone. I glanced toward Flynn who cocked me a brow as if to say, ‘what the fuck, dude’. Since the interview on TV, I’d worked hard to clean up my act and the last thing I needed was to attract the wrong kind of attention. Siranne’s speciality at a celebrity event such as this would bring exactly that.

      “You didn’t say that at your place down in The Keys the other week,” she pouted, smoothing down her hair in a way I had once told her I found seductive.

      Does she really believe a stunt such as this could bring us back together? The girl’s deranged if she thought this.

      Flynn eyes shifted from me to Siranne. They slid from her to Trinnie before they narrowed toward me as if to silently ask, ‘Are you in the shit or what?’

      “Excuse us, Levi,” Trinnie chipped in as she stepped so closely into Siranne’s space that Siranne had no choice other than to step back.

      “Trinnie,” I said, grabbing her wrist. I felt confused about her taking charge of the situation and wondered why she’d become so assertive.

      “Didn’t we have a conversation about this already?” Trinnie asked Siranne.

      “You did?” I asked, my head spinning to look at Trinnie. My heart pounded as I realized she had been unprotected, and Siranne had gotten to her. I’d had no idea there had been a confrontation. I tried to imagine when this could have happened, and it made me frustrated to think that Trinnie hadn’t confided in me about it.

      “Who’s this?” Siranne asked, gesturing toward Trinnie, but directing her question toward me. I believed instantly she wanted everyone to think Trinnie was my bit on the side.

      “She’s his girlfriend, bitch,” Beth said, instantly defending Trinnie. “Who are you?” Beth then asked Siranne.

      “Is that what she told you, runt? Siranne said, glancing from Trinnie to Beth. I’m his girlfriend,” she muttered close to Beth’s face.

      My eyes shifted to Bodhi, and I was about to explode when he immediately stepped alongside Siranne and clutched her elbow firmly. “I think you’re done here, Siranne.”

      Trinnie’s eyes scanned the room before she subtly leaned toward me in earshot of Siranne and said, “First she showed up at the house, then at the nightclub and now this. I think your lawyer was right. You can’t hold off on that restraining order … not after this.” Trinnie was bullshitting, but her comment had an effect.

      Siranne opened her mouth and went to say something else, but Trinnie held up a finger. “And I’d be careful what you call your ex … boyfriend’s sister.”

      I saw the moment Siranne’s expression fell from smug and calculating to stunned as she looked again at Beth and her eyes flitted to me. She opened her mouth to speak, but Trinnie had taken the wind out of her and used Siranne’s silent contemplation to her advantage.

      “Now, this infatuation with my boyfriend stops here. You had your chance with Levi … several, and you blew them. This fantasy of you and Levi getting back together is just that—fantasy. If you don’t leave now and persist with this constant hounding, I’ll file a complaint for stalking and harassment against you myself.”

      Before she could respond, Bodhi held her close to his side and Raff appeared from nowhere to flank Siranne’s other side. Together they casually walked her out of the event room.

      I turned back to face Trinnie. “You never told me you had dealings with her already.”

      “Why waste my breath? She’s a nobody now. I thought I’d made sure she knew it. Guess stupid is what stupid does. I do hope the message has sunken in this time.”

      Turning to Flynn, Trinnie smiled sweetly. “Freak,” she muttered regarding Siranne. “I expect you’ve encountered occupational hazards like that delusional woman in the past.”

      “Indeed,” he muttered, frowning. “But, Jesus, I thought Val was a bad-ass,” he said, laughing. “You better not piss this one off, Levi. She’ll get you by the balls.”

      “Already has me by them, and you have no idea how happy I am with that.”

      “Thanks for having my back,” Trinnie said to Beth, giving her a quick hug.

      Flynn chuckled. “Yes, Beth! Way to go, sticking up for your brother’s girlfriend. I love sass in a girl and that was seriously hot. If I wasn’t loved up with Valerie …”

      “If you weren’t loved up with Valerie what?” Flynn’s wife suddenly asked as she twisted her body to look around at him.

      “I wouldn’t be the successful man I am today,” he said in a serious, respectful tone. I had to bite back a grin at the innocent expression on his face.

      “As long as you weren’t flirting,” she muttered. Valerie winked at Beth before she returned to her conversation, letting Beth know she was just busting Flynn’s balls for the hell of it.

      “There you both are. Is this the popular corner?” Gibson asked in his rich, low tone.

      “We prefer to be known as the cool kids,” Flynn replied, reaching out and shaking his hand. “You know Levi, right.”

      “Of course, I couldn’t know Deakon without knowing Levi,” Gibson replied. “We’ve had plenty of fun together in the past,” he informed Flynn with a sly wink as he slapped my back. I glanced toward Trinnie, but she looked too starstruck to have caught the salacious inference of Gibson’s comment.

      “This is my girlfriend, Trinnie Dixon. Trinnie … Gibson Barclay.”

      “Hi,” she said breathily. Gibson yanked her in for a rough hug and set her back straight. Trinnie wobbled a little and glanced toward me as her cheeks grew pink. I chuckled.

      “And who is this pretty girl?” Gibson respectfully asked.

      “Beth … my sister,” I replied.

      “Ah, so she is. It’s in the eyes,” he said pointing from her to me. “Deakon told me I should meet your new girl,” he informed me. “I can see why. But she’s a woman, not a girl. From that relaxed smile on your face, I can see she’s good for you. Deak said, this one will keep you in place and on your toes.”

      I laughed and Trinnie moved awkwardly from hip to hip, embarrassed for Gibson’s attention.

      “So fucking true. Deak pegged her as a ball breaker from the start,” I agreed.

      “Well, since you’re so romantically enamoured make sure you get that pledge in to support Chloe’s cause. She’s doing great stuff up at the ranch. Maybe you can pay us a visit there sometime. We’d love to have you.” He turned to Trinnie. “Do you ski?”

      Trinnie shook her head. “On water … we don’t get the white stuff down in The Sunshine State.”

      “You must bring her up to Colorado, Levi. You’ll love it, darlin’. It’s the same principle as on water, but you don’t normally drown.”

      “No, you just break a leg, a wrist …your neck … get smothered by an avalanche,” Beth retorted.

      “I like your sister already,” he said about Beth. “She has nearly as much sass as Val,” he assessed. Val turned and gave him a warm smile. “Can you hear the grass grow like Val can as well?” Gibson asked, with a wry smile, when his eyes slid back from Val to Beth. Val did an eye roll and said something to Chloe, who nodded.

      “Gibson, can I borrow you for a minute?” Chloe called out as she began walking away.

      “A minute?” He chuckled. “Chloe’s minutes are legendary. I can guarantee I won’t be back. Hope you all have a great time this evening. I’ve missed seeing Deakon so far,” he mused, his eyes searching the room. “If you see him, tell him I want my long-range camera lens back.”

      “Gibson’s friends with Deakon?” Beth asked, wide eyed.

      I nodded, “Close friends. Their moms were in the same line of work or some shit like that,” I replied.

      “Got a minute?” Bodhi asked, nodding toward the ballroom door.

      “What the fuck is it this time?” I snapped, pissed that I couldn’t get time to relax and network without interruption.

      When Bodhi glared at me but didn’t respond, I sensed it wasn’t good news. “Back in a few,” I said, following Bodhi as he weaved through the groups of celebrities.

      It took me a full five minutes to reach the doorway, having been stopped to shake hands with several other musician and movie star acquaintances.

      As we reached the deserted foyer, Bodhi turned and folded his arms. “Siranne’s husband is out front. Fortunately, he’s not on the guest list so they won’t let him in. He’s asking to talk to you.”

      “To me?” I asked, surprised.

      He nodded. “The guys on the door said they let Siranne back in. Apparently, we’d dealt with her so discreetly that they weren’t told she was causing trouble inside. She must have just rolled up at the door again and they somehow let her back in.”

      “Trinnie’s right, Siranne’s deranged with this bizarre behavior. But what the fuck does her husband want with me? What can I tell him, other than his wife’s out of control?”

      “I know, but he won’t leave and he’s getting louder and louder. I just figured you wouldn’t want the law involved, and when they were mentioned, I thought I’d come and talk to you. We know you’re with Trinnie, but if Siranne stirs enough shit and breaks up with her husband, we know what the tabloids will say.”

      Bodhi was right. I didn’t need the stress nor the negative publicity on the back of the other interview where she was portrayed as one of my victims. The chances were high that would bring the spotlight on my relationship with Trinnie when neither of us needed the stress.

      “Tell the security guys to let him in with you and Mikey and find us somewhere quiet, away from everyone.”

      “Right. Mikey and I will be staying with you. You’re not talking one on one,” Bodhi warned.

      A few minutes later I was led by Bodhi into a small office where Malcolm Anderson, a popular, six foot four, NFL player and Siranne’s estranged husband overshadowed the chair he sat on near the door.

      I eyed him carefully as I entered the office. He looked agitated and pissed off, and with Siranne as his wife, I could read the same insecurities I had felt in myself when I was with her. “You wanted to speak to me?”

      “Where’s my wife?” he growled.

      “Where’s your wife?” I repeated. “What the hell does that have to do with me? Dude, what are you doing, showing up at a charity event and causing problems?”

      “Don’t deny it. What do you take me for? I know she’s here with you. I just saw her Instagram selfie with you standing behind her… oh, and the caption ‘Guess who’s back?’.”

      “Huh? Who’s back, as in … back with me? If she’s posting that shit then she’s crazy. First point is, I have no recollection of her taking a photograph near me, and she most definitely isn’t here with me. In fact, Bodhi here and another of my security guys saw her out of here earlier when she tried to pull some stunt.

      “Now, I’d like to say I haven’t seen her in a long time, but that would be lying. She showed up at my house recently, and I sent her packing … at that time she mentioned something about being in The Keys and you were getting a divorce,” I disclosed.

      “Excuse me? A divorce? Bullshit. She told me she was in Miami for work,” Malcolm muttered, confused.

      “No, she came to Key Largo and then showed up in a nightclub in Miami,” I argued.

      Bodhi confirmed this and added, “I don’t know what’s going on with her dude, but she’s deluded and almost had us convinced she’d spent the day with Levi. But I can tell you Levi’s CCTV at his home tells a different story. She wasn’t there more than ten minutes.”

      “You didn’t invite her here with you tonight?”

      “If that’s what you think, it’s bullshit. I’m here with my girlfriend, Trinnie. Siranne and I are long over, but I can easily imagine the kinds of mindfucks she’s been pulling on you.”

      “Seriously?” he asked, frowning.

      “Yeah. You need to get a grip on her, or if you’d take my advice, you’d get the fuck away from her. She tried to show me up earlier.”

      Malcolm looked incensed. “Where is she now?”

      “My security guys threw her out. But apparently, she’s found her way back inside,” I informed him and glanced toward Bodhi as if to say, ‘I’m done’.

      “I’m going to ask you to leave. We’ll find her and we’ll bring her outside to you,” Bodhi suggested.

      “This is fucking ridiculous. What the hell is she on?” Malcolm muttered.

      Bodhi opened the office door. Malcolm glanced up at him, but reluctantly stood. Although Malcolm had a couple of inches on Bodhi, and was a tough NFL player, I could see by his compliance that Bodhi’s assertive body language had intimidated him.

      “Siranne and I have been long over, but I’m sorry she’s pulling the same shit with you as she did with me. The girl enjoys inflicting mental pain on people and keeping them on edge. Maybe you need to think about that,” I said.

      “You’re all right,” he muttered as he turned and followed Bodhi and Mikey out of the room. When I stepped out, Malcolm and Mikey were walking toward the exit.

      I turned to look at Bodhi. “Might as well take a leak before I go back in there.”

      We wandered along to the restrooms near the door to where we knew Trinnie and Beth would be waiting, and I entered. Bodhi hung around outside. It was empty apart from one person behind a closed stall door, so I stood by the urinal and began to pee. When I finished, I heard the stall door open, turned around to head to the sink, and found Siranne staring back at me.

      “What the fuck, woman? You actually hid in the fucking stall of the restroom?”

      She shrugged. “I got lucky. There are three restrooms along this section of the foyer.”

      “You’re fucking unhinged,” I snapped and turned my back on her to wash my hands at the sink. She instantly slid her hands under my arms and pulled me against her chest. Swiftly, I grabbed her wrists and unpeeled her from my back, as Bodhi came through the door.

      “Fuck me, I don’t believe this shit,” he growled as he got behind her and lifted her off the ground and against his chest.

      “How can you not want me? You said I was the best lay you ever had,” she shouted.

      “When are you going to get it through your thick skull that we’re done. Over. You need to stop with this crazy fucked-up behavior. I’m in love with Trinnie … and you know what? I thought I was in love with you at one time but looking back I think I was in love with the idea of being in love.”

      “We were great together,” she insisted as she struggled helplessly to free herself from Bodhi.

      “No, we were fucked up together. This. Stops. Now. You and me … weren’t enough for one another. That’s why we needed other people. We were looking for more than we had. With Trinnie I have more. I don’t need anyone else to satisfy me, I don’t want anyone else apart from her. You know why?” She shook her head staring intently. “Because she’s the best I’ve ever had. For the first time in my life, I’m truly at peace,” I said with my hand over my heart.

      “You’ll see, at some point you’ll want me back.”

      Frustration almost got the better of me and I would have walked away, but I answered anyway. “I don’t. I never will. Anything I ever felt for you has been well and truly burned because of how you’ve behaved here today. Take her out and remind her that Malcolm is waiting for her outside,” I said to Bodhi.

      A look of shock washed over her face and her eyes went wide. “Malcolm’s here? How did he know where to find me?”

      “I guess you’re not the only stalker in your family. He saw your Instagram post. Get that shit down as well, and if you continue with that, I’ll sue you for false representation.”

      I held the door open and glanced out into the foyer. Fortunately, no one was around so Bodhi passed me carrying Siranne out.

      When the door closed, I sighed heavily in relief. As I finished washing my hands and drying them, I figured, Trinnie had a point when she pretended I’d spoken to my lawyer about Siranne. Maybe I did need something to stop shit like she’d pulled tonight from happening again.

      When I went back to the party, Trinnie grabbed my hand.

      “Is everything alright? You were gone a long time.”

      “Yeah, fine. It was Siranne’s husband, he’s looking for her.”

      “Poor guy,” she muttered. “You know I used to think being a real estate agent was full of drama but it’s nothing to being a rock star,” she teased.

      I kissed her cheek and placed a hand where I kissed it. “No more drama this evening, I don’t think my heart could take it,” I said.

      Beth was in her element and had found Deakon with Alfie and Lily Black. For a girl that hadn’t known she was even connected to me, she had taken to networking with these famous people like a duck to water. Then again, Beth was a musician who stood up on a stage and sang, so in my view she had the confidence and the music knowledge to hold interesting conversations with the rest of us.

      “How’s the tour going?” Rick asked when he left the small crowd he’d been talking to and pulled me in for a hug.

      “Good, we’ve found our stride,” I said.

      “Trinnie, good to see you, honey. This guy still behaving himself?”

      “Yeah, he’s an amazing boyfriend,” she replied, a little bashful about Rick’s interest.

      “This guy is one of the good ones in the industry,” he advised her.

      She nodded. “So I’m learning.”

      Beth wandered over and Rick began talking to her after she explained who she was and how she came to be related to myself and Esther.

      “Wow. I bet Esther and this guy have made you most welcome,” he said, grinning.

      Bodhi showed up by my side and murmured in my ear. “You’re not going to believe this, Levi, but there’s more drama.”

      “Drama?” Rick muttered when he overheard Bodhi.

      “Excuse me, Rick. Siranne was here,” I said by way of explanation.

      Rick did an eye roll like a teenage girl and sighed. “Is that crazy bitch still around? I thought we’d seen the last of her when she ditched you.”

      “So did I,” I muttered as Bodhi led me away.

      I felt I’d spent more time in the foyer of the event than I had at the actual event and when we reached it, Bodhi planted his hands on his hips as soon as we were alone.

      “Deakon knocked Tyler the fuck out,” Bodhi disclosed in a low tone the moment he felt we were alone.

      “He what?” I asked, my jaw hanging as I ran my hands anxiously through my hair. “Fuck.”

      “Tyler inferred something about you and him … I swear I saw red mist fall over Deakon’s eyes. I wasn’t quick enough before he hit him. One punch and the dude’s lights went out.”

      “Fuck. Fuck … fuck … fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?” Trinnie asked. I spun and saw her standing three feet behind me. “I left Beth with Jude and Esther when Rick moved on because I sensed something was up.”

      “Deakon knocked Tyler out,” I disclosed, shaking my head.

      “Good, that saved me another job,” she said, deadpan.

      Bodhi chuckled. “This chick is after my job,” he muttered, even though a serious situation hung between all of us.

      I smiled despite the clusterfuck I knew might come from this. Deakon had an assault charge dropped three years before. One might have gone away, but if Tyler pressed charges, Deakon and the band could face a whole heap of negative press.

      “Round everyone up. It’s high time we split. Pledge a quarter of a million to Chloe’s fund in my name and one hundred K in each of Trinnie’s, Beth’s and Esther’s,” I told Bodhi.

      “You’re donating over half a million dollars?”

      “Least I can do. Giving money isn’t an act of heroism. What Chloe and her team do is.”

      “What exactly does the charity do?” Beth asked as Bodhi pulled out his phone and spoke quietly to someone.

      “Chloe has a women’s refuge. The sanctuary offers help to escape their abuser. Then they provide therapeutic and financial support to relocate them somewhere safe.” I explained.

      Beth looked in awe of what I’d told her as Bodhi, Mikey and Raff escorted us down to the transport pick-up point. Within a couple of minutes, the band, including Deakon, had exited Gibson’s event and were on our way back to the hotel.
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      “He’s not pressing charges,” our label lawyer told us during a Zoom call with Gibson’s legal team, our management, and our band. Even though me and my bandmates were all in our own homes, I heard an audible collective sigh that left all our lungs.

      Tyler had had a concussion bad enough to warrant a few days in the hospital and that had made what Deakon did much more serious. Our label had offered to pick up the tab for his medical treatment and subsequent care at home, but Gibson insisted that his event insurance pay, to try to protect our friend, Deakon.

      The wait had been nerve-racking, while Tyler took his time deliberating whether he would press charges, and it had taken until the end of our tour, and a visit from Rick and Gibson, for him to be persuaded it wasn’t in his best interest to make more waves.

      He had been told there were plenty of witnesses who had seen him persistently goad Deakon during the evening.

      Charlie Higgins from Cobham Street had even gone on record with Gibson’s law firm by providing a letter stating that Deakon had shown remarkable restraint in the face of Tyler’s constant pursuit of him during the event.

      Another stated it was Tyler who had made the first contact by pushing our bandmate from behind in his effort to gain a reaction.

      What Tyler couldn’t get through his thick skull was that the music community was tight at the top. They had loyalty toward one another and in this case, toward Screaming Shadows, especially when they were backed by bandmates from M3rCy, Cobham Street, Crakt Soundzz, XrAid, and RedA.

      “Fuck, I’m so sorry,” I muttered apologetically to Gibson and Deakon. I should have felt relieved, but once again, I felt humiliated by my past. Deakon had almost lost everything because of my previous gullibility around Tyler.

      “Nah, it’s on my team,” Gibson admitted. “They should never have let him in. They knew he was an issue. Deakon has always had a hard on about that guy ever since he fucked you over.” Shame I hadn’t felt in a while, washed over me. Did everyone know my secret?

      I ignored the gnawing feeling eating away at my gut and shrugged. “I’m going to take Trinnie’s advice and file a restraining order against him and Siranne.”

      “Injunctions for Protection have already been filed on the grounds of Stalking and Aggravated Stalking on your behalf, in Florida,” our legal team told me. “That was the next point of our conversation. Neither of them is allowed within five hundred feet of you. It’s cleverly worded so that it covers your work with Screaming Shadows as well. We’ll file in every state if we must, to keep that guy away from you.”

      “Perfect,” Jude said, but his jaw ticked in frustration. He’d been quiet since New York, and I wondered if Esther’s pregnancy had anything to do with his subdued behavior.

      The Zoom meeting finished and once I’d been disconnected, I immediately picked up my cell phone and called him.

      “All set for the trip down here the day after tomorrow?” I asked. Jude had flown straight to New York when the tour ended to spend a little time with Bailey before bringing Esther and Beth down to my place for us all to spend time together.

      “Sure,” Jude replied, half-heartedly.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” he asked. His question held a note of anxiety that might have been missed had I not been attuned to his moods.

      “I know you—” I began.

      “It’s nothing,” he snapped.

      “The fact you said it’s nothing, means it’s most definitely something. Come on spit it the fuck out and let’s deal with it.”

      “It’s stupid.”

      “Tell me,” I snapped.

      “Bailey’s a great kid … but that’s on Mel and Kenny. They’ve done all the teeny baby part and the discipline … the hard work. What if I fuck this kid up?”

      “Not gonna happen. I’ve seen you with Bailey. You’re a great dad. You make all the right decisions. Granted you’re less strict than Mel, but that’s not a bad thing either. I figure when this one comes along, Esther will be the voice of reason in your house, and you’ll be the soft touch. I just pray it’s not a girl or her life will be miserable.”

      “See!” he muttered.

      “I’m joking. I’m thinking of that broody, moody fucker you sometimes are, when she starts dating.”

      “Damn, this is everything I never wanted in my life, yet I’m excited one minute and petrified I’ll fuck up the next.”

      “Cut it out or I’m telling everyone what a pussy you are,” I warned.

      He chuckled. “You think?”

      “Jesus, dude. You’ve been like a father to me since I was a kid. You got this.”

      He laughed. “Shut the fuck up or I’ll beat your ass when I come down there.”

      “Now there’s the real Jude I know.” I smiled because I could tell he’d gotten over his ‘soon to be dad’ freak out.

      “Here I am begging Trinnie to move in and you’re freaking out because you’re where I wanna be.”

      “No luck with that yet?” he asked more seriously.

      “No, but I’m working on it. We’re heading up to Jacksonville this afternoon. The seaplane will be here in a couple of hours.” I pulled my cell phone out to check the time. “Shit, I gotta run. I said I’d pick Trinnie up and bring her here before the plane arrives.”

      We said our goodbyes as Sadie wandered into my open plan sitting room. “Was that Jude?” she asked, trailing past me and into the kitchen.

      “Yeah. They’ll be here the day after tomorrow,” I informed her as I watched her fold some dish towels up and stuff them in the drawer where they lived.

      “And they’re bringing Beth, right?”

      I nodded and felt a smile brighten my face.

      “Who is she most like, you or Esther?”

      I considered her comment and replied. “Me, I suppose. Music is most definitely her clear passion and she’s more … out there, than Esther. I’d say apart from her looks she’s more like you than Esther.”

      “Me?” she asked, her eyes wide with surprise.

      “Yeah, blunt in her delivery, states her opinions, doesn’t take shit, and the way she defended Trinnie with Siranne, I’d say she’s loyal.”

      “And that’s me? Blunt, opinionated, loyal and not a shit taker?”

      I laughed. “That’s you, but those are qualities I love in you. You’re honest and I’d pick you every day of the week over anyone else to confide in.”

      “Fuck, your ability to dig yourself out of a hole is inspiring.”

      I laughed as I wandered around the counter beside her and pulled her in for a hug. I smiled when she let me, something we’d been working on for a while now. When I released our embrace, I kissed her forehead. “Everything I said is true. You might appear prickly to most, but I see you, Sadie. I see behind that tough shell to who you really are, and believe me when I tell you, that you are loved.”

      “Right, well you’re going to be late, so move your ass and get out of here,” she said, shoving me back so hard I staggered to catch my footing.

      She instantly crouched and began rummaging in one of the low cupboards. I sensed my words had struck a chord in her and my heart clenched that I’d upset her.

      “Okay, Bossy Boots. See you when I get back.”
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      Our trip to Jacksonville to find a rental turned into a snap negotiation to buy a luxury condo on Jacksonville Beach. We left with an immediate rental agreement until the paperwork could be completed on the sale.

      The owners Levi bought from were affluent, elderly snow birds from New York, who had bought the condo shortly before the pandemic and changed their minds about traveling out of their community in Rhode Island. Levi got the luxury property at a steal considering it had been furnished by a famous interior designer, none of which had ever been used.

      “The condo is beautiful, but I can’t believe you bought it,” I said, as Levi opened the Mercedes rental car door and settled me in. “That’s two in a week since you bought the one in Jude’s building for Connie. Renting would have been fine for us,” I argued as he climbed into the driver’s seat and headed to Gabrielle’s school for a quick visit before going back to The Keys.

      “I’m stoked about both of them,” Levi replied. “I love that Beth’s going to be near Esther for a while at least.”

      I was used to investors making snap decisions and buying property on a whim, but I was personally involved in Levi’s decision which felt uncomfortable. He’d already committed to a condo I’d found in West Palm Beach which Beth was initially resistant to moving into while Connie was in rehab. But after he’d introduced her to his manager, Donnie, and he’d offered Beth work in his nightclub, she was all in.

      “This one made perfect sense, is all,” Levi advised me, nonchalantly. “Gabrielle’s nine, right? She won’t go to college for another nine years. If she’s going to spend some of her weekends with us in Jacksonville, I want her to feel relaxed. I want her to know she’s home. If that condo is ours, you won’t worry about her inviting her friends to the beach when she’s older and to know that there won’t be yet more changes as she grows.”

      A lump formed in my throat when I felt the commitment he’d shown squeeze my heart.

      “Jesus, I’m dreaming,” I choked out as another swell of emotion brought tears to my eyes. “What did I do to deserve you?” I whispered as I laid a hand on his thigh.

      “You got your teeth fixed, grew out that stupid bobbed hairdo you used to have … and grew a magnificent pair of mouthwatering tits,” he replied.

      I burst out laughing through my tears. “True.” I nodded.

      “Besides, I’m getting a daughter … even if she’s not mine and I’m not allowed to be referred to as her dad.”

      “I’m sorry, she …”

      “Fuck, don’t be. She’s got every right to put me in my place like that. Gabrielle might be shy, but she’s got honor, loyalty and grit. How many other little girls would’ve had the guts to say that to a man right off the bat?”

      I considered his comment and studied his profile until he stole a glance at me as he merged with the highway traffic.

      “I suppose,” I muttered.

      “Any affection she gives me in the future, I’ll have earned. That’s better than forever wondering what she’s thinking.”

      We sat in silence as I tried to comprehend how ridiculously accepting Levi was of my daughter, accepting of me …and of my insecurities surrounding the future as well. He was a man used to getting what he wanted, yet he readily acknowledged his need for patience until I felt ready to “fuck the consequences” and give in to what I already knew I wanted.

      “Wow what a stunning building,” Levi mumbled, dipping his head to look through the windshield at the turrets on either side of the school’s main structure.

      It was just after 7:00 p.m. and I’d called ahead to arrange the visit with Gabrielle after explaining the circumstances surrounding our visit to Jacksonville.

      “Mom,” Gabrielle called out as she ran down the corridor toward the principal’s office when she saw me. Her huge blue eyes twinkled with excitement at the unexpected visit. She had stayed at her dad’s the previous weekend, so I knew she would have been missing me.

      “Hey, honey. How are you doing? Are you having a good week?”

      “Yeah and no,” she said quietly, side-eyeing Levi.

      “Do you want time with your mom on your own?” he asked. I marveled at how astute he was at picking up her mood.

      She contemplated his question and shrugged. “No, you can stay.”

      Levi didn’t protest, and instead sat quietly watching her.

      “Want to tell me what’s wrong?” I asked, prompting Gabrielle to say what was on her mind.

      “Daddy has a girlfriend.” My initial reaction was, who was Dennis bringing around my daughter? A wave of jealousy and my instinct to protect Gabrielle soared through my veins. Not jealousy related to Dennis moving on, but about another woman potentially sharing my daughter’s affections.

      Instantly, I considered how Dennis must have felt to hear I had a boyfriend, but worse than that, it was a man he couldn’t compete with. A roll of empathy for his position cut through me and I shifted uncomfortably in my chair.

      “Trinnie?” Levi prompted, pulling me out of the emotional rabbit hole I’d fallen down.

      “Okay, and how do you feel about that?” I probed, my tone sounding light.

      She shrugged and I moved to cuddle her. “Want to tell me how you feel?”

      “Weird,” she replied.

      “I guess it is a weird feeling to know your mom and dad are with other people. But no matter whether Dad and I are together or not, we’re still your parents.”

      “I know. Fifi Love said I’ll get over it. Her mom’s on her third husband. She’s had three dads and she’s on her fourth mom.”

      “Fifi Love?” I asked, wondering who this child was that had filled my daughter’s head with the possibility there could be more partners for Dennis and me in the future.

      “I’d say Fifi Love’s parents weren’t all that great at picking who they married,” Levi interjected.

      “Are you going to get married?” Gabrielle asked, her eyes darting from me to Levi.

      “No,” we both said at once. My heart sank in disappointment when Levi was quick to respond, even though I’d said the same myself.

      I realized I was frowning when Levi reached over and took my hand in his. “If we love someone enough, they can feel it. We don’t need to marry them for them to believe we do. Your mom tried being married and it didn’t make her happy. It didn’t make my mom happy either,” he told her honestly.

      “So, what does that mean?” she asked, frowning. “You’re just going to stay her boyfriend?”

      “For now, at least… unless your mom feels she needs that piece of paper from the judge again to feel secure.” Gabrielle’s eyes narrowed as she weighed up what Levi said. “My guess is your mom isn’t ready to be married to someone else. But you know what? That makes me want to try harder to be the best boyfriend a man can be, for her.”

      “So, you’re not trying to be my new dad?”

      “Nope. At some point I might live with you like a dad, and live with your mom like a husband, but I’m not trying to be your mom’s new husband either.”

      “I don’t get it,” Gabrielle said again. But I did. Marriage didn’t mean a promise of happiness and fidelity to Levi, and that’s what he would strive for between us.

      “Sweetheart, we can make a commitment without being married. Some of the best relationships in life are between couples who aren’t married. There’s no reason we can’t all be happy together without anyone telling us that you need to call me Dad. But there’s nothing stopping me from calling your mom my wife … if that’s what your mom wants.”

      My heart flipped over inside my chest as blood rushed through my veins that his feelings were so strong, he’d be willing to do this.

      “It would let everyone know she has your heart,” Gabrielle remarked.

      Levi chuckled a little but nodded. “Smart girl. I’m sure your mom will tell me when I’ve earned the right to change her title from girlfriend to wife, but she’s happy to be my girlfriend for now. Meanwhile, I believe we’ll stay together because your mom and I have found the person we want to share the rest of our lives with.”

      “Levi makes me happy, Gabrielle. But he also wants to help take care of you too,” I admitted.

      “Like what?” she asked.

      “That’s mostly the reason for our visit today,” I said.

      “Your mom and I have just bought a place on Jacksonville Beach. So, no long trips to The Keys until the holidays. Each time you’re due to see your mom, it’ll be a short car ride home.”

      “Hm,” she said, mulling over what Levi said. “And will you be there?” she asked.

      “Sometimes … it kind of depends on your mom. We don’t live together but I hope one day soon we will. But I’ll visit when I can because I’d like to spend time with you. Let you decide if we can be friends,” he said.

      Personally, I thought she wouldn’t understand most of what Levi was explaining, but Gabrielle nodded.

      “You do make my mom happy,” she said in a sing-song voice. “I guess I’d be okay with that … since Daddy has his girl from the gift shop at the zoo and he won’t be lonely now.”

      “I’m so happy to hear that, sweetheart, because I want to make you happy too,” Levi offered with a warm smile.

      “I hope your dad is as happy with his new girlfriend as I am with Levi,” I added, genuinely.

      Gabrielle sat quiet for a minute then glanced from Levi to me again. “So, when do I get to see the house or whatever we’re going to be staying in?” she asked. Levi grinned and shot me a wink as I pulled Gabrielle in for another hug.
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      “I hate Mrs. Robinson. She’s evil making me do this,” Gabrielle whined as she spectacularly belly flopped onto an oversized beanbag she begged Trinnie to buy for her bedroom. I suspected it was because of dramatic occasions like these that her mom had been so resistant to make the purchase.

      “It’s only a play, Gabrielle,” I said, unimpressed. “Don’t you think it’s a privilege to be asked to play one of our forefathers?” I suggested as I tried not to laugh at the frenzy she’d whipped herself into.

      “I’m a girl,” she spat, glancing up at me with her spit foaming at the mouth, before she buried her face in her forearms and wailed into the beanbag again.

      “Would it help if I told you I once had to play Shirley Temple in one of my plays at school?”

      She lifted her head and frowned. “I don’t even know who that is,” she muttered sarcastically. My question distracted her enough that she’d at least stopped crying.

      “Come on. Come with me, I’ll show you,” I said, grabbing her hand and coaxing her to her feet. I guided her reluctant body into the sitting room.

      As the Atlantic Ocean came into view through the large picture window in the sitting room, I wished we’d gone out on a boat or something, instead of me determinedly trying to help Gabrielle accept her task and feel comfortable with the role she’d been given in her school’s Thanksgiving play.

      “Sit there and dry your eyes,” I ordered, dumping her ass in the love seat nearest the window and chucking a small square box of tissues at her. I grabbed my laptop and squeezed into the love seat beside her.

      She sat with her shoulders slumped in defeat, sniffed as she swiped the snotty tears from her nose with the crumpled tissue, and sighed, heavily. “Is this going to take long?” she whined. I took her question as a good sign, because the pissed-off version of Gabrielle, didn’t allow herself to cry.

      “Not if you focus and let me concentrate,” I muttered as I searched for a clip of the tiny actress in question.

      “What time will Mom be back?”

      “Dunno … she’s selling houses,” I replied. “And stop trying to distract me,” I told her, determined to keep her on track. When I found what I was looking for, I pressed play and sat back.

      The clip was Shirley Temple singing “On the Good Ship Lollipop.”

      “O.M.G. really?” she scoffed in disbelief. “Your teacher was worse than mine,” she admitted.

      “See. Wig, dress, tap shoes,” I rattled off the costume I’d worn and shrugged. “All you’re being asked to wear is a black and white colonial outfit with a hat. Jesus, Gabrielle, you’ve even got a cool long, beard to wear. Who’s going to recognize you afterward?”

      She mulled over my question while little Shirley sang her heart out in the background on YouTube the whole time.

      “I hate standing on the stage.”

      “You do? I love it! Tell you what though, why don’t we try to find a positive in that?”

      Gabrielle frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Are there any kids that haven’t been picked for a spot in the play?”

      “Sure. But I think she only picked me to show me up.”

      “Show you up? Embarrass you, you mean?”

      “Why the heck else would she put me in a man’s costume and make me say those dorky lines?” she whined again.

      “Do you think the Thanksgiving play is boring?”

      She nodded. “It’s one gigantic yawn fest,” she muttered, frowning. I almost laughed again at her pissed off expression. She began tearing the wet tissue apart and I cringed. Wet tissue was a particular pet peeve of mine, so I plucked it out of her hand with my fingertips and discarded it onto the coffee table.

      “Okay, so where do those kids go … the ones who aren’t picked?”

      “They sit in the audience,” she informed me, frowning.

      “Well … would you rather be on stage for two minutes and get to sit in the dressing room when your spot is done, or sit in that audience with the unpicked kids for a whole thirty minutes, listening to the entire boring performance?”

      “On stage,” she instantly replied.

      I slapped my hand softly on her knee with a smile. “Bingo. That’s the spirit. Now, go pick your manuscript up off the floor and we’ll go over your lines again. It’s two minutes out of your life and then you’ll never need to look at that booklet again. Tell you what. Afterward we’ll take it down to the beach and you can set it on fire, if you want.”

      “Burning books is bad,” she muttered.

      “True,” I said, considering how quickly she admonished me.

      “Then we’ll get a steel box and bury it. It can be in your time capsule with some other things from this year. Then, when you’re an adult you can dig it back up again. I promise you’ll laugh at this one day. We’ll get your mom to take a picture of you to put in it as well.”

      Sliding out of the love seat Gabrielle stood up straight. “You’re not my dad,” she muttered.

      “I know,” I said as I pulled her back down beside me. She’d said this before and I’d thought myself immune to a nine-year-old trying to hurt me. Hearing it now that I had gotten to know her better, my heart had begun to squeeze a little bit tighter.

      “My dad would have rung the school and told them I wasn’t doing it,” she admitted with authority.

      “Then I’m glad I’m not your dad,” I shot back. She frowned in response to being on the receiving end of my blunt remark. “Tell me this. When you grow up are you going to expect your Dad to go to your job and tell your boss the same … if your boss asks you to do something you don’t like?”

      Her mouth twisted into a line before she shook her head. “Guess not,” she mumbled sheepishly.

      “Part of growing up is learning to do some things we’re not very comfortable with, but we know they still need to be done. If Mrs. Robinson’s a teacher, it’s her job to educate you. That doesn’t always mean teaching math and all those traditional subjects. Educators give their students life lessons as well. When she picked you to play the part of a boy, maybe she sees something you can learn that you’re still too young to see in yourself.”

      “And maybe she just wants to make me look like an idiot,” she shot back. Gabrielle pursed her lips and folded her arms, defensively.

      “Perhaps,” I agreed. “And if this really is what she wants, why don’t you shock her. If you gave this forefather gig your best shot, you could change her mind.”

      Gabrielle stalled for a beat, her gaze locked on to mine, and I witnessed the moment we hit the same wavelength. She unfolded her arms as a smug grin spread over her face.

      “I might need you to give me some tips to help me do that,” she mumbled, as her eyes rose to her hairline in thought.

      “I’m home,” Trinnie called out as she arrived through the open door. Gabrielle’s head whipped around, and she stood up out of the chair. She began to wander toward the hallway.

      “Sweetheart,” Gabrielle stopped and looked over her shoulder. “I’m glad I’m not your dad because you’re right, if I had been, I might have had a soft heart like him and made the mistake of calling your teacher as well. My guess is, if I’d done that, it would have been a missed opportunity for you, because my gut tells me you’re going to be great.”

      She smiled at me and that stretched into a grin. “I’m so glad you’re not my dad,” she said again. When I heard her repeat that line this time, instead of it bringing a dull ache to my heart, a warm feeling caressed it.

      I smiled, satisfied I’d made some headway with her. Although the war was far from won, I felt happy with what I’d achieved. Wars weren’t won in a day, they required diplomacy, negotiation and tactical strategic thought. But I suspected the trickiest battles weren’t fought between tough highly-trained men in combat. They were those of the quick-witted mind pitched against stubborn, nine-year-old girls.
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      My hungry eyes drifted toward Trinnie as she switched off the bathroom light and wandered toward the bed in a mostly see-through, white silk negligee. A smile played on her lips as she rubbed cream into her hands. Demi Lovato’s “Tell Me You Love Me” played on shuffle from my playlist, and I loved the song.

      “Any idea what prompted Gabrielle’s change of heart about playing one of the forefathers in the Thanksgiving play?”

      I smiled, wondering if Gabrielle had told her any of what had gone down that afternoon. “You know kids. One minute they don’t want to do something, the next they’re all in.”

      “Are we kids?” she asked. I threw the sheet back and Trinnie climbed in beside me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I covered us both up.

      “Well neither of us wanted to do this yet look where we are now.”

      “Then, I guess maybe we are,” I agreed. I shifted above her and reached for the hem of her negligee. “Ass up,” I ordered as I pulled the silk nightwear up her body. She lifted her lower half. I slipped it up level with her underarms and climbed astride her. “Don’t kids play doctors and nurses at some point to work out the differences between boys and girls?” I asked, sliding my arm under her shoulders and tugging her garment the rest of the way up and over her head. I wagged my eyebrows when her eyes met mine, and she laughed.

      “I could have asked Dennis to have Gabrielle today.”

      “I know. But it worked out fine. It was great to spend time with her by myself.”

      “How did it go?” she asked gazing into my eyes.

      “Well, we’re both still alive.”

      She laughed. “No, really?” she inquired.

      “Apart from her throwing a huge hissy fit, almost bursting the beanbag in her bedroom from her Herculean dramatic performance of not wanting to read her lines for the play, and telling me twice I wasn’t her dad, it was fine,” I said, and tried not to laugh.

      “God, I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t be. It was a-mazing. She freaked out, I stayed calm. We had a frank discussion and I told her, the options. She came to her own conclusion that Mrs. Robinson is a fucking ball breaker.” Trinnie laughed. “All in all, I think little Gabby’s coming round,” I told her smugly.

      “Gabby?” Trinnie asked, blinking like she’d misheard me.

      “Yeah, who’s idea was that name? It’s a fucking mouthful. It’s going to be hard to tell her off and keep the momentum going every time I need to use it.”

      Trinnie laughed again, but this time she brought her hands to my cheeks and held my face with reverence in her eyes. “Keep that up and I might have to ask you to move in with me,” she said.

      My Adam’s apple bobbed in my throat as I swallowed back a wave of emotion.

      “You can’t ask me now until after Christmas,” I advised her. “That way I get to play Santa Claus … and because I’m not Gabby’s father, I can spoil the fuck out of her.”

      “I love you, and I love that so few people get to see you as I do,” she said. Her hands swept over my shoulders, down my chest and then she slid them round to my ass.

      “You can’t imagine how I feel when I hear you admit that.” I smiled and inhaled a deep breath. After I blew it out, I flashed her a wicked grin. “Good chat, Trinnie Dixon. But I can’t help wondering if your declaration of love would be much more meaningful if we switched positions on this bed, and you showed me.”
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      Two days before Thanksgiving

      Levi

      Being a rock star is an incredible privilege most of the time. The problem comes when I try to do something that most people take for granted. Like attending a children’s play. My chest tightened when we saw paparazzi with cameras outside the gates of The Bolles school.

      Initially, I argued internally that it was a private school and there may have been other celebrities or VIPs’ kids attending. But a ready-made fan club with Screaming Shadows merchandise in their hands, in front of the main door to the building, told me otherwise. Although I’d felt frustrated, I’d have been pissed if it hadn’t meant Gabrielle must have been boasting that I would be there.

      “Sorry,” I said to Trinnie, who gasped when she saw that most of the school had turned out to meet me.

      “Gabrielle must have told them you were coming because I never thought to inform the principal.” I couldn’t help the smile that crept over my lips when Trinnie confirmed my thoughts aloud. “What?” she asked, frowning.

      “You know what that means, don’t you?” I probed.

      “You’re going to get mobbed by that lot?” she asked, but I could see she knew exactly what I was hinting at.

      “It means she’s proud of me,” I said, grinning. “I told you, it’s only a matter of time before she’s like putty in my hands.”

      “From that grin, I’d say until you’re putty in hers,” she shot back.

      “Ready for this?” I asked as she glanced nervously at me. “This isn’t about me, or Screaming Shadows today, it’s about Gabby,” I warned her.

      Bodhi drove up to the entrance, turned and shook his head. “What do I always tell you? Expect the unexpected,” he chastised.

      As I’d thought this would be a low-key event, I had argued with him that security wasn’t necessary. I guess he knew the risks better than me.

      “Second Chance” by Shinedown came on the radio and my chest swelled from the optimism I felt in my heart when I looked at Trinnie’s smiling face.

      “Come on, Ms. Dixon, let’s go watch your daughter wear her beard and blow Mrs. Robinson away. Failing that, we’ll have some great embarrassment material for Gabby’s wedding day. I gotta make sure to sneak some pictures.”

      Bodhi stepped out of the driver’s door and instructed the school students to step back three paces to give us room to get out. He informed them that I’d sign their shit … not in those words. But he warned them if they swamped me, I’d give up and he’d take me inside.  Once Bodhi felt assured the students would behave themselves, he opened the door. I stepped out to hysterical screaming of the young fans, turned and helped my girl out.

      I’d expected her to stay with me, but within seconds she took off down the path toward the entrance. It was then that I noticed a couple standing inside. I had only seen two pictures of Dennis that Gabby had in her bedroom of her with her dad, but I knew immediately from a distance it was him. Suddenly I felt crass taking band paraphernalia and putting my name to it. So, I signed as many as I could but hurried my way inside.

      “So sorry about that. I had no idea anyone knew I was coming.”

      “Gabrielle told everyone who would listen that you were going to be watching the play,” the principal said.

      I cringed when I looked at Dennis’s sour face and kind of felt sorry for the guy. He was here to watch his daughter in her school play and his ex-wife had rolled up with her rock star boyfriend who had garnered that much attention.

      “Hi, Dennis, it’s good to meet you. I’m Levi. Gab… Gabrielle talks about you all the time,” I lied. I stuck a hand out, which he looked at for a few seconds. The woman with him nudged his shoulder and he shook my hand.

      “Hi, I’m Karlie, Dennis’s girlfriend,” she said stepping forward and offering me her hand. “I expect you feel as awkward as I do about this. I was surprised when Gabrielle invited me because Dennis and I haven’t been seeing one another that long.”

      I liked Karlie instantly, and I could see the attraction on Dennis’s part. She didn’t look a million miles away from Trinnie in looks, but in a more homey way.

      “Hello, Karlie,” Trinnie said in a frostier tone. My gaze met hers and I shot her a questioning look. At first, I thought she was jealous of Karlie but then as I watched her more closely, I saw her scrutinizing her ex-husband’s girlfriend more carefully. Suddenly, it struck me that Trinnie was likely considering how she could accept another woman spending time with Gabby.

      “If you could all make your way into the school assembly hall, please, the children will be starting in a few minutes,” the principal advised. “Levi, I placed you near a fire exit. You might want to leave afterward by that means, rather than through the main foyer. The children will come out of a side entrance nearby and you’ll be at the front to meet Gabrielle instead of standing among the crowd.”

      Dennis flashed me a pissed look and I knew he was thinking I was being given preferential treatment because of my celebrity status. But I knew that this decision had been taken in the interest of the health and safety of the students, and visitors to the school.

      Inside the assembly hall, the lights had been dimmed in readiness for the first scene of the play. Karlie, Dennis, Trinnie and I followed the principal to four seats set at the side, where she thought I’d attract the least attention. I’d taken the aisle seat, ready to make my exit, if I became too much of a distraction to the performance.

      “What are you doing?” Trinnie whispered as music began to filter through the sound system, indicating the start of the performance.

      “Dimming my screen so that I can take some pictures.”

      “The principal said no pictures,” Trinnie admonished.

      “That warning was for the perverts in the audience. I only want to capture a few of Gabby.”

      “Gabby?” Dennis said, leaning forward so that he could see past Trinnie. The scowl registered his disapproval of my nickname for his daughter.

      “Yeah, it was my grandmother’s name, force of habit,” I lied.

      Trinnie smirked and I shrugged. She leaned forward and muttered in my ear. “I’m concerned at how easily the lies rolled off your tongue there,” she said sarcastically, mirroring something I’d once said to her.

      “I learned from a master liar … or would you prefer I call you mistress?”

      Trinnie chuckled and sat back in her seat, wiggling her ass to get comfy on the hard wooden chairs. Seconds later the lighting changed, and a troupe of young actors trampled reluctantly onto the stage. I coughed to hide my laugh because it was clear from how they all held themselves that only three out of the seventeen kids in the line looked like they wanted to be there.

      I’m proud to say one of those was Gabby, who stood there in her ridiculous, cheap, colonial costume with a knitted beard down to her chest.

      When she spotted us, she couldn’t resist a wave, which brought a ripple of laughter from the audience. Gabby leaned forward and shot a look down the line of her peers to see what had happened, not realizing it had been her action that had drawn titters of laughs from the crowd.

      The performance was mostly dire, but Gabby shone and was most definitely the star of the show. She’d even injected some humorous ad-lib into her script when she forgot two of the nine lines she had learned.

      When the time came for the final curtain, she stepped forward and took her bow to rapturous applause. Her face beamed with pride, and she stepped back, but waved toward us again before running back off stage.

      “Oh, God, I’ve given birth to a glory hound,” Trinnie said, chuckling.

      “She was fucking awesome,” I admitted.

      “Did he just say fucking?” a parent asked another. I cringed.

      “Excuse me?” Trinnie asked, twisting behind her.

      “Did that guy with you just swear?” Fortunately, I hadn’t turned around and hadn’t been recognized by the person questioning my cuss.

      “What swear word?” Trinnie asked, innocently.

      “He dropped an F-bomb right here in the school.”

      Trinnie’s eyes lifted in thought before she cracked a smile. “Clucking awesome? Sounds stupid right? These mid-westerners have some crazy sayings. If you heard an F-bomb in there that’s on you, not him.” She turned back and shot me a look that warned me not to speak again.

      We left via the fire exit as the principal advised, and like she’d also said, there was a door about twenty feet from there where kids were already spilling out.

      Gabby came running out of the door, minus her beard and hat but with a smile that could have lit up the dark. “Did you see me?” she asked, beaming. Excitement twinkled in her huge blue eyes as they flitted from me to her mom, to Dennis and then to Karlie.

      “You were awesome,” Trinnie told her.

      “Yeah, it was fun,” Dennis said, less enthusiastically.

      “What did you think, Levi? Did I blow Mrs. Robinson away?”

      “I believe I saw her tumbling down that hill over there,” I joked, pointing to a hill in the distance.

      “Huh?” Dennis asked, confused.

      “Remember how Gabrielle didn’t want to do the play because she felt Mrs. Robinson was trying to make a fool of her?” Trinnie asked. Dennis nodded. “Levi challenged Gabrielle to rise above it and show her teacher that she’d make the most of it.” When it looked as if Gabby’s dad still didn’t understand she added, “Levi was joking that Gabby blew her so far away she wasn’t visible anymore.”

      “Oh … right,” Dennis said, and stuck his hands in his pockets. He turned his attention to Gabrielle. “Are we expected to stay for something else?” he asked his daughter.

      “No, that’s it for today,” she remarked. “Okay. Well, have fun with your mom for Thanksgiving,” he mumbled.

      “We’re spending the holiday at my mom’s,” Karlie offered, excitedly.

      “That’s lovely, I’m sure you’ll enjoy having dinner made for you,” Trinnie said to Dennis.

      “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it,” he droned on.

      As I watched their interaction, if their current communication was anything to go by, I could see exactly what Trinnie had meant when she’d said there was little between them. From where I stood the only thing between them was their daughter.
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      Thanksgiving (two days later)

      West Palm Beach

      Levi

      Thanksgiving took place at Jude’s parents, Barbara and Steve’s place as usual. We had considered inviting Trinnie’s parents down to my place in The Keys, but Barbara was having none of it. She looked so disappointed when I’d shared my thoughts, that I called Trinnie to ask her parents if they’d mind coming to the Collymore’s for Thanksgiving, instead.

      As we sat down to dinner, I glanced around the table that had six more people than the year before. It felt fantastic to have most of the important people with me, only Korry was missing. Even Sadie came for the first time after being invited time and again. Most importantly, my family was much more complete than I’d ever thought possible.

      Two years earlier, I’d sat at the same table feeling thankful for Jude’s family’s love and feeling that was the best I could ever have hoped for back then.

      But this year, with Jude and Esther being together and having a child, I felt more like a fully-fledged member of the household. Back then, before Esther, I’d felt grateful for Jude’s friendship and how his family loved me. Now I had more people in my life, some who were my blood and some who were related in other ways, but each of them, I loved.

      As per usual everyone had gone around the table saying what they were thankful for and Jude surprised everyone when he said he was thankful for the blessings in his life of having Esther, Bailey and a new baby on the way.

      Deakon said he was thankful for the amazing friendships and his God-given music talent, which had helped him to deal with many of the other issues in his life. Greg missed his family and confessed that he felt like a fraud sitting around the table, but that he could relate to America’s joy at having independence from Britain.

      Esther said she was thankful for the amazing family she’d found, and for Beth being brought into our lives.

      Beth and Sadie kept things simple by saying they were thankful for being part of the Thanksgiving Day celebrations, Beth about having more family and Sadie at having close friends.

      When it came to me, I wasn’t usually one that had much to say at Thanksgiving, but on this occasion, I felt I had plenty.

      I glanced toward Trinnie and smiled warmly. When she smiled back my heart instantly swelled in my chest. Since I’d met her, I had an inner peace that had made me want to be a better man, worthy of a woman like her. No, not a woman like her, worthy of her.

      “I think it’s safe to say that I’m a very different man from the one that sat around this table a year ago.” Barbara smiled sweetly, Steve slowly nodded, and I grabbed Trinnie’s hand. “Kathy and Paul,” I said addressing Trinnie’s parents, “Thank you for bringing up such a strong, beautiful, and fabulously grounded, daughter. I’m betting you guys were freaking out when Trinnie told you we were dating.” Neither of them laughed like everyone else did and I knew I’d pegged their feelings correctly. “I strongly suspect you’ve read about me in the press or saw interviews on TV. But let me promise you, I’m not that man anymore.”

      “True,” Deakon muttered, nodding. I felt impressed at Deakon’s loyalty. The only problem was that Deakon’s reputation was worse than mine was, so his word was hardly a great endorsement.

      “I’m so proud how far you’ve come this year, Levi. It’s like you’ve finally grown into your skin,” Barbara admitted. She had never commented on my previous behavior, and it immediately made me feel that Jude’s family loved me no matter what.

      Jude nodded his agreement. “A year ago, we were all concerned about you. It warms my heart to see what the love of a good woman has done for you, buddy. You’re right, Trinnie has brought peace to your life.”

      I nodded my agreement and gazed seriously toward Trinnie. “Being with you has been everything I never imagined my life could be. Yet as we’ve grown closer, these past few months have meant everything to me.” Trinnie gazed adoringly at me before pressing a kiss to my lips.

      I turned to engage everyone else at the table. “Forget the rock star lifestyle and all the excess that comes with it. Trinnie, Gabrielle, Esther, Beth, Sadie and all you guys are what real life is truly about.

      “Whenever we used to finish a tour, I felt burned out. Whenever we nailed an album, I felt deflated. Everything became an anti-climax and it made me want to chase the highs. Not any longer. I couldn’t wait to finish our last tour because I knew what was waiting for me.” I gestured toward Trinnie and Gabby, and they both smiled.

      Trinnie swallowed roughly and I guessed my words had stirred something inside her. “I love you,” she said softly. The way she said it sounded heartfelt.

      “I’m not sure when it happened, but you hold my heart in your hands,” I told Trinnie. “As for you, Gabby … there’s a corner of my heart with your name on it too, even if I’m not your dad.” I winked at Gabby. Her little cheeks flushed pink as she rolled her gaze to her hairline before she flashed me a small, shy smile. Gabby and I had come a long way in such a short space of time, and there was no doubt in my mind I was winning her over.

      “My turn,” Trinnie said, squeezing my hand. “This year started out with me finalizing my divorce. The stakes were high, and the risks were even higher when I made the decision to divorce Gabrielle’s father. Leaving an unhappy marriage takes guts … actually, it took three years and many sleepless, emotional, soul-searching nights to reconcile in my mind that Dennis and I would be happier apart.”

      “You don’t need to do this …” Trinnie’s mom interjected. My eyes darted from Kathy to Paul, and I saw the stress from that time in his daughter’s life replay on Paul’s frowning face.

      “Yes, I do. I want to,” Trinnie replied, softly. “When I left Dennis, my main concern was for Gabrielle. How would dissolving our marriage affect her? Thankfully school remained the same and I think that’s helped her to come to terms with her mom and dad living separately. She spent part of the summer with her father and then came on vacation with me.” She smiled at her daughter, who calmly smiled back at her.

      “I missed you when I was with dad, but when I was with you, you smiled a lot,” Gabby said, earning my respect for noticing the difference in her mom.

      “Beginning again after a divorce isn’t easy. Signing over our home to Dennis and starting over, took nerve,” Trinnie admitted.

      “Wow. You gave him your house?” Greg asked, awestruck.

      “It was the right thing to do. I was the money maker in our relationship. Dennis did some of the parenting when I had to go out of town to deal with viewings or lock down deals. I wanted to make the break as easy as possible for all of us.”

      “I’ve always said you had balls,” Deakon piped up. He half-stood out of his seat, leaned over and clapped her shoulder.

      “Thanks.” Trinnie chuckled and held up a hand, as if to say I’m not done. “I don’t know if I was running away when I bought the house in Key Largo or if fate intervened and had a hand in my choice. But the last thing I ever expected was to be given a second chance that was beyond my wildest dreams … or in my case third chance as I’d admired Levi at school.”

      There were grins all round when Trinnie voiced her thanks and passed the baton to Gabrielle.

      Gabby was last to say her piece at the table and she looked incredibly nervous. Her cheeks pinked up because the attention was squarely on her, but the techniques I’d taught her to overcome her stage fright helped her not to freak out.

      “I’m thankful that my dad has a new girlfriend.” Her opening line was completely unexpected, and I guessed to her mom, it may have felt like a slap to her face. My curious gaze slid to assess Trinnie’s reaction. She wriggled uncomfortably in her seat, and I guessed that she was trying to hide her negative feelings. “I’m glad about that because I don’t need to feel guilty about liking Levi anymore,” Gabby explained.

      “Aww, Gabrielle,” her grandma said, smiling sympathetically. Tears welled in Kathy’s eyes.

      Gabby shrugged but didn’t look upset. “Now that he has Karlie, I can like him and not feel bad about it.”

      “So, does this mean I need to like you back?” I joked.

      “You so like me,” she said, chuckling. Her shoulders dropped and I saw relief in her eyes.

      “I do … but I’m glad I’m not your dad,” I countered with a wicked grin.

      “You have no idea how happy I am that you’re not my dad. All the older girls at school keep asking me what it’s like to live with a hot rock star,” she disclosed. “They want me to take pictures of you. Imagine how weird that would be if you were my dad. Besides, I told them it was pointless them all trying to ogle pictures of you because you’re in love with my mom.”

      Trinnie’s eyes went wide. “Quite right too,” she replied, sounding amused. “Do you still have that camera Levi gave you, when we took you dolphin watching by any chance? If so, it’s going to be confiscated,” her mom joked. Everyone laughed.

      “Well done, Gabrielle,” her grandfather said.

      “Alright, let’s dig in before all the food is stone cold,” Barbara remarked, sliding her chair back and pulling the vegetables out of the oven. “Every Thanksgiving, there seems to be more and more people at the table, so I started putting the vegetables in the oven and bringing them out at the last minute,” she informed Kathy. “There’s nothing worse than cold mashed potatoes and greens, don’t you think?”

      Once everyone had food and had begun to eat, I still had a burning question.

      “Do the girls at school pester you, Gabby?” I asked, frowning. The last thing I wanted was for her everyday life being affected because I was with her mom.

      “No, they all want to be my friend. Even the almost adult kids. My real friends think it’s cool you’re kinda like my dad but not. But they don’t go on and on about it like those stupid older girls.”

      “So, I’m kind of like your dad?” I asked as my heart flipped and settled again in my chest.

      “But not …” she said quickly, like she’d slipped up when she’d made her comment. “I mean …you’re not … my dad.” As she delivered her usual put down toward me it sounded more like an internal conflict than a comment aimed at hurting me.

      “Right,” I said, smiling smugly. I could live with that.
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      After dinner Trinnie’s parents went home, and the rest of the group lazed around on the patio. Gabby was kept entertained by Jude’s parents while we all laid around chatting. It was a good thing because there was plenty of colorful conversations between Deakon and Greg regarding women they’d recently met.

      I noticed Beth and Deakon were mostly on the same wavelength and when Deakon invited Beth and Sadie to party with them at a local nightclub, I’d wanted to scream out, ‘no’. But I figured both girls had more smarts than either of those guys. I felt protective of Beth and Sadie, but they were both adult women, so I couldn’t exactly lay down the law and tell them they weren’t going.

      “Remember what I said,” I warned Deakon about not hitting on Beth, when the girls had gone off to pack up their things.

      “What? You’d be lucky to have me as a brother-in-law,” he joked.

      “Not fucking funny,” I snapped back, making him chuckle wickedly.

      “She could do worse, there’s always Greg,” he muttered under his breath.

      I tried desperately to keep the smile from my face, but it broke through anyway. “I don’t know. Greg hasn’t been corrupted to the same extent as you,” I replied, joining in with his banter.

      “True, but that means my dick has more tricks to keep your sister satisfied.”

      “Try keeping my sister satisfied with your dick and it’ll be in a glass jar on your nightstand as a distant memory of how it was once used.”

      “Says the guy who’s been trying for months for a ten and can’t quite achieve it,” he replied.

      “Hard woman to please,” I remarked about Trinnie with a grin on my face.

      “Or you can’t stay hard enough for long enough to squeeze that last point and a half out of her.”

      “Hey, the last I asked, I was a nine and a half,” I countered with a cocky grin.

      “Was it really?” he asked, plastering on a shocked look. “Still not a ten though,” he decided as he whipped his towel off the patio lounger and slung it around his neck.

      It had been the first chance I’d had to talk face-to-face with Deakon since his altercation with Tyler. Most of the party had gone inside and Steve was out of earshot tidying the far end of the pool area. “Listen, I’m sorry for all the stress Tyler caused you. I know the wait to find out he wasn’t pressing charges was hard,” I said. “We all felt the stress with you.”

      “I’d have taken whatever they threw at me,” Deakon remarked flatly. “The dick had it coming. The only regret I have is that I landed the fucker with my first punch.”

      I ran a hand through my hair somewhat embarrassed that we even had to have such a conversation. “Still, I’m so sorry I got you involved.”

      “Listen, I don’t care if what he says was true or not. You don’t try to influence people one way or another on someone else’s character. Smart people figure things out for themselves.”

      “What he told you …” I began. “What did he say?”

      “I said I don’t care,” Deakon remarked, cutting me off.

      “Yeah, but I figure you should know what went down.”

      “We’ll have that chat, and I’ll tell you what happened, but not today.”

      “Good, because you should know what you blindly defended.”

      “I know what I defended. I defended a guy that would lay down his life for me if the shoe had been on the other foot. Had that been me, I have no doubt you’d have punched that fucker for bad mouthing me … probably a lot harder as well.”

      “I was an eighteen-year-old guy,” I began to explain.

      “Old and dumb enough to make your own decision. Young and gullible enough to make mistakes. I get it. You forget who you’re talking to,” Deakon remarked again. I was in no doubt Tyler had brought Deakon up to speed.

      “That’s one way of putting it,” I agreed, shame rippling through me again.

      “What is?” Greg asked, striding toward us, freshly showered and wearing clean slacks and a button-down shirt. I had to admit as a band member he was a great addition, and all joking aside, he was a good-looking guy who had fit in perfectly with our band and the crew.

      “Levi here was asking me to make sure you don’t hit on his sister,” Deakon lied.

      Greg shook his head. “No fears, brother. She’s too close to home for comfort,” he insisted. “Not shitting in the woods or whatever the saying is.” Both Deakon and I laughed. “Besides, Sadie’s pretty hot.”

      I growled and took a deep breath. “No fucking my housekeeper,” I barked loudly. I cringed and steeled in frustration as I checked over my shoulder to make sure Gabby wasn’t in earshot. Thankfully she wasn’t around.

      “Don’t waste your breath,” Deakon advised slapping a hand on my shoulder. “Besides, it’ll be fun watching Sadie chew his ass out when he tries to get it on.”

      “Unless Sadie wants it,” Greg replied, sounding optimistic.

      “That’s it, Greg. Keep that ‘glass half full’ attitude and maybe one day it’ll help you get laid,” Deakon replied.

      “Are you going to stand here talking all day or are you going to get ready to leave. The girls are waiting to go back to the condo and the car’s already out front,” Greg asked Deakon.

      “Fuck, give me five,” Deakon mumbled, turned and began to walk away. “Trinnie,” he called out. I looked over my shoulder in time to see her step out onto the patio alone.

      “Yeah?” she asked.

      “This dude has tried to tell me you gave him a nine and a half.”

      “I did,” she replied with conviction.

      “She asked me to move in with her,” I said, sounding smug. “You know what that means?” I asked, smiling and slipping a hand around her waist.

      “Consolation prize for not giving you a ten?” he chipped back.

      “Dude, it means I’m already a ten, my baby here is just in denial.”

      He scoffed and flipped me the bird as he disappeared through the patio door.

      “I did ask you to move in—you turned me down,” she reminded me with that same adoring look she’d given me at the table.

      “And I told you to ask me again after Christmas,” I said with a grin.

      “You know you want to,” she said, pretending to pout.

      “Baby, nothing would make me happier. But I’d like it to happen after the end of the year now.”

      “Why wait?” she asked as a frown crept into her brow.

      I slid my hands into her hair and held her face close.

      “The start of this year was horrendous for both of us. You … with your divorce, and me with admitting myself into rehab. We’ve both faced a lot of demons, searched deep inside ourselves and come out stronger for the challenges we’ve faced.”

      “Then what better way to end it than on a happy note?”

      “Ah, but this thing between us doesn’t have an end note. It’s the start of a song, an introduction … a new beginning to that happy life together neither of us expected. Fuck people who would try to tear us apart, baby. They’ll never do it.

      “You know, I was devastated when I asked you to move in and you refused. But you were right to make me wait. It gave me time to think, and you know what? I realized it didn’t matter how long it took because I had you anyway, no matter if we lived apart or not. So, let’s take it into a brand-new year, to start the rest of our lives together.”

      “Jesus, you’re a hopeless romantic,” she replied with tears in her gorgeous blue eyes.

      “A hopeless romantic that scores a perfect ten,” I challenged with a raised brow as a smile played on my lips.

      “God, I’m never going to hear the end of this, but okay, I’ll admit it,” she said in her normal voice. “I guess I can give you that perfect ten,” she murmured so softly I could barely hear her.

      “I heard that,” I muttered, pulling her lips to mine. “Now I’m wondering … if there’s another scoring chart we could use because the way I’m going to treat you, ten’s going to seem pretty low on that score board.”

      
        
        The End.
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        Not Fair      Lily Allen

        Dancing On My Own    Calum Scott Robyn Original

        Angel       Aerosmith

        Somebody to Love    Queen

        Say (All I Need)  Ryan Tedder- OneRepublic)

        Apologize     OneRepublic
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        Creep       Radiohead
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        On the Good Ship Lollipop     Shirley Temple

        Tell Me You Love Me     Demi Lovato
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        Wherever You Are, I Hope You’re a Little Bit Proud of Me
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        Canyon and the Untouchable Muse (Album mention of Flynn’s, cover is his wife as a young girl) fictional album from the READY FOR FLYNN SERIES.
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        CHASING LOVE SAWYER

        CHASING LOVE JAMES

        CHASING LOVE TRICIA
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