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DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      Nothing could begin to describe the relief that swept over me when I heard that Tyler Knott had agreed not to prosecute. If truth be told, I’d likely react as violently as I had before, when he pushed me to my limit at Gibson’s fundraiser event in aid of Chloe’s women’s refuge charity.

      When I reflected upon that night, I knew from the moment he laid eyes on me that I became his target. It shouldn’t have surprised me when he’d singled me out because this was almost certainly due to how I’d gloated during Screaming Shadows and Cobham Street’s joint tour. Seeing Rick Fars giving Tyler’s band a roasting over their mediocre performances had secretly delighted me because in my view, Pointless Effigy, wasn’t up to par as our support act.

      “Did you hear the one about the sex symbol lead singer and the male lead guitarist from another popular band?” he asked. It was the fourth time Tyler had niggled me in the previous hour since I’d arrived. Frustration built quickly on my shoulders as I stared back at his gloating face, dressed in sharp evening attire. Still, no matter how expensively he’d tried to turn himself out for the event, I saw him for what he was.

      No matter how much money you throw at shit, you can’t polish a turd.

      Ignoring him, I began talking to Kane Exeter, lead singer from one of my favorite bands, Hedon1sm. “I have it on good authority that Levi’s a great lay,” Tyler muttered close to my ear.

      “I’ve heard the same,” I agreed without thinking, as I figured agreeing with him would be the fastest way of getting rid of him.

      “You have? Or are you talking from experience?” he asked. I turned and gave him a death glare.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I snapped, instantly furious. It took everything in me not to deck him.

      “I mean you boys are all pretty close.  Maybe a little too close sometimes? Perhaps incestuous might be a better word,” he suggested. “I mean, all those hints on stage that Levi has a thing for Jude. It wouldn’t surprise me if you were all fucking each other when there are no women to keep you all entertained on those buses. It can be a long drive from one venue to the next.”

      I’d say I saw red, but the punch I landed square on Tyler’s face was quicker than my brain could compute such an image. The next thing I saw was Tyler, out cold, flat on his back on the floor in front of me. Instantly Mikey and Raff appeared from out of nowhere. They immediately hauled Tyler’s ass to his feet before anyone noticed, and I watched as they exited the ballroom via a nearby door.

      “Maybe you’d better check you didn’t kill him?” Kane prompted as he hitched a thumb over his shoulder. I glanced in the direction my security had gone with him. “I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of that left hook of yours,” he added, chuckling.

      “Shit. I didn’t hit him that hard. He must have banged his head when he fell,” I argued as my heart raced.

      “Dude, I doubt that. Not with the crazy man look that came over your eyes,” he replied.

      “Fuck … right, I better …” I trailed off as I left him standing there and strode toward the exit my guys had dragged him off through.

      “I think we’re going to need an EMT,” Raff muttered into his cell phone as Mikey leaned over Tyler’s crumbled body, who was lying on his side. Concluding the call, he stuffed his phone in his pocket and crouched down by Tyler’s head. “Bodhi’s on his way,” he informed Mikey, before he looked up at me. “You’d better make yourself scarce before he gets here.”

      “You shouldn’t be here when Ty comes around either,” Mikey agreed.

      Bodhi appeared and Tyler began to come around before I could do either of those things.

      “Beat it. Now,” Bodhi warned as he glared darkly toward me with his hands on his hips. Pissed wasn’t a good enough word for how irritated he looked.

      “Already did,” Raff muttered, ironically meaning the trouble I’d caused. I flashed him a warning glare because the last thing I needed was a comedic comment from my security guy.

      “Listen …” I began.

      “No, you listen,” Bodhi insisted as Tyler began to groan on the floor. “Get your ass back to the hotel now. Raff, go with him. When he’s situated, get back here to support the rest of the band. I’ll be over to see you, Deak, when this situation has been contained.”

      “This guy will be the death of me,” Bodhi muttered as he stared down at Tyler who had regained consciousness enough to try and sit up.

      “Move,” Bodhi ordered as Raff stood, grabbed my upper arm from behind and began guiding me away with one shoulder pressed hard against mine.

      That time, I didn’t put up a fight and did as my security instructed, but I knew Tyler Knott well enough to believe that fleeing the scene wouldn’t be enough to avoid the trouble he’d likely bring.

      It was only then I remembered my previous police warning for a fight I’d been in several years ago, and my heart sank as fear rose inside me. If Tyler couldn’t be persuaded not to press charges, my previous transgressions would come back to haunt me.
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DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      In the past, I’ll admit I’d used some heavy recreational drugs. But in the previous couple of years, I hadn’t used anything stronger than weed and booze, since Donnie, our manager had cut Joe, our ex-bass player, loose for his over-indulgent drug use. Losing him from the band made me realize I was replaceable too. So, I took a long hard look at myself and decided if I wanted longevity with Screaming Shadows, I had to do better.

      That said, for the past five minutes I questioned if I was tripping as I danced with my bandmate Levi’s snarky housekeeper, Sadie. The girl had me mesmerized as she shook her hips in a series of sensual, but classy dance moves that had me so enthralled, I’d forgotten to move my feet and dance myself. Even though she didn’t look carefree, she’d still managed to give a performance that would have given our drummer Jude’s professional dancer partner, Esther, a run for her money.

      This was a raunchy, never-before-seen version of Sadie; a version I’d have bet money on wasn’t the same one that had insulted, belittled, and berated her boss, myself and the rest of our bandmates for well over two and a half years. When Greg and I asked her and Levi’s half-sister Beth to come out clubbing with us, the invitation had been given more out of politeness than anything else. Never for one minute had we expected her to accept, so when she said yes, it had floored me.

      Grabbing her bare forearms, I tugged her close to shout in her ear. Her soft, silky skin wasn’t lost on me as it glided against my palms. “Where have you been hiding? Anyone ever tell you, the way you dance borders on erotic?” I shook my head in wonder as she continued to sway her hips and appeared to ignore my comment. “I’m having a hard time reconciling you with the girl I’ve known these past couple of years.” I drew in a long breath when she moved her head and the smell of her sweet, subtle perfume hit my nostrils. I pushed her back to look at her.

      A wave of desire swept through me when she glanced up at my face through hooded eyes and the sultry look in hers gave me an urge to kiss her. Straightening my stance, I sucked in a deep breath and barely pushed past that want.

      Sadie looked innocently toward me as I continued to stare her down, unwilling to break the heavy connection that hung in the air between us. A feeling of longing flooded my body, and I forgot she was the same bad-tempered, bitchy housekeeper I thought I had the measure of. An ache grew between my legs, distracting me and it made me realize I was hard for her; turned on by nothing other than seeing her doing what a hundred women had done with me on the dance floor for years.

      The longer we stared at one another, the further she drew me in. As the air thickened between us, neither of us appeared to be able to find the will to look away until my aching cock twitched uncomfortably, restricted by my jeans.

      “Do you want to go somewhere else?” I heard myself say before I’d considered the consequences of my question. Fuck.

      I wondered if my comment spooked her because she glanced nervously at all the faces around us. Worry fleetingly passed over her face until she bit her lip as she gave me eye contact again and nodded.

      It felt natural at that point to slip her small hand in mine, and with my head down, I made for the nearest exit. Sadie’s grasp grew tighter the closer we got to the street, and I sensed her anxiety—likely about my fame—without her needing to say a word. I stopped in a quiet spot near the entrance to the club doorway, pulled out my cell phone and called for the driver who had dropped us off at the club.

      After I’d finished arranging this, I looked down at Sadie and initially thought she was anxious about being seen leaving with me. She stood worrying her lip between her thumb and forefinger, and appeared distracted as her gorgeous, big brown eyes furtively scanned the people around us.

      “Looking for someone to rescue you from my clutches?” I asked playfully, hoping to keep the whole mood light. It was an odd feeling to be a little nervous myself, but I never quite knew where I stood with Sadie from one minute to the next. It didn’t take much to set her off. She had the frightening ability to act cordial one minute and have my dick shrivel up inside my ball sack in the very next beat.

      “Oh, my, God, Deakon, I love you,” a fan with wavy brown hair called out and made a beeline toward us. Her voice was so loud, more eyes were instantly upon us. As girls swarmed around and cell phones came out, Sadie turned and unexpectantly buried her face in my chest. It felt natural to wrap my arms around her. “I can’t believe it,” the girl continued. “You’re my favorite band member of Screaming Shadows.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered as I glanced at the rest of the girls who surrounded us and flashed my public smile. “Nice to meet you. If you wouldn’t mind, ladies, we were just having some private time,” I said, nodding down at Sadie and planting a kiss on the top of her head to get my point across without outright telling the fan to fuck off. When I felt Sadie stiffen in my arms, I prayed she didn’t bitch me out for taking that liberty with her.

      “Oh, of course. I just can’t believe I’ve run into you like this,” she muttered, half dazed as she continued to stare at my face with rapt fascination. “Would you sign your autograph here for me?”  She pointed to her ample cleavage.

      I blinked as a hollow chuckle escaped my lips because she’d disregarded Sadie’s presence completely, and that pissed me off. “I don’t have a pen. It’s not something I carry when I’m having an evening out with my girl,” I replied, nodding toward Sadie again.

      Sadie stiffened and straightened to her full five-foot-three- or four-inch height at my comment. For a moment I thought she might pull away from me and cuss me out. I silently prayed that she wouldn’t. I tightened my arms and held her firmly in place, just in case. The last thing I’d needed right then was for her to cause a scene. Frowning, I cast a serious look around the other girls as a warning for them not to make any more advances. Fortunately, they appeared happy to stare at me like I was a circus act and not involve themselves.

      As if the girl with the impressive cleavage only realized Sadie was in my arms, she jumped back and frowned. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see her there.”

      What the fuck? “Yeah, she’s a little shy and prefers her privacy, so … if you’d excuse us, we’re just waiting for our car.”

      Another girl tugged at the fan’s hand. “Come on, Carly. Leave the guy alone. It must get frustrating trying to have a normal life when you’re that famous,” she sympathized.

      Reluctantly, Carly cracked a forced smile like she was pissed at her friend for interjecting, but too polite to call her out. “Nice meeting you,” she muttered before she was led away.

      “Thanks. Ladies, can we not draw any more attention please?” I pleaded with the rest of the small crowd. With little waves and smiles the women dispersed.

      Dipping my head, I whispered into Sadie’s ear, “It’s okay. You can come out now.”

      I didn’t miss the small shudder when I’d whispered before she placed a hand on my chest and pushed herself away. Reluctantly, I released my hold and immediately felt cool air circulate between us with the loss of her warm body next to mine.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have come out with you,” she hissed, her eyes wide with alarm.

      I chuckled. “What? Why? Oh, that?” I asked, shaking off the fan’s advances. “You get used to it,” I said, making light of the incident.

      “I don’t want to get used to it.”

      “It’s no big deal. Relax.”

      “I’ll feel better when we’re moving or in the car,” she grumbled before she dipped her head again when another group of people walked past us.

      “Congratulations. I think you’re the first girl that doesn’t want to be seen with me,” I mumbled into her hair as I slid a protective arm around her waist again. I smiled when she didn’t resist me. My phone vibrated in my pocket and I knew our car had arrived. “Come on, sexy. Your chariot awaits.” Guiding her past the security on the door, I ushered her past cat calls and whistles from fans on the sidewalk as others called out my name.

      “That was hilarious, not,” she grumbled through a breath as she slumped back on the car seat.

      I chuckled. “Oh, I thought it was wonderful. I especially loved the part where you were breathing hot and heavy into my chest,” I teased and poked her in the ribs. “You were a natural,” I added.

      “Believe me, there’s nothing natural about random strangers talking as if they know you.” Her pouty face was adorable, and I realized this was the first time I’d seen Sadie’s guard all the way down.

      “They think they do,” I argued. “I mean they share the same love of music for one thing, and our lives aren’t a secret as public figures.”

      “Right,” she muttered as she bristled in her seat, still clearly ruffled from the exchange.

      An alarm-stricken expression made Sadie’s jaw drop and her hand shot out, accidently brushing over my cock as she reached out to grab mine. She clutched my hand tightly, oblivious it rested at the top of my thigh. My cock pulsed with interest as I sucked in a sharp breath. “Did anyone take any pictures?” she asked.

      “They did,” I replied deadpan.

      “Fuck it,” she muttered again. “What the hell was I thinking? Coming out with you was a terrible idea.”

      “What are you getting so spooked about? They’ll only have images of your back. Besides, it was too dark and dingy in there. No one used flashes, so my guess is the pictures they did take will likely all turn out grainy.”

      For a few seconds she stared at me, then as if she agreed with my assessment, she let what happened slide and stared out of the tinted side window for a couple of minutes. I sat quietly, taking her in.

      Sadie was a mystery to her boss and everyone he knew. It was rare for her to behave pleasantly to anyone. Now, call me a sadist, but the fact she couldn’t give a shit about our fame along with her caustic tongue were two of the things that not only intrigued me about her. It turned me on. In a world where women fell at our feet, she was unpredictable, and that made her not only refreshing, but extremely exciting.

      “Where are we going?” she asked when she turned and caught me looking at her.

      “Wherever you want. Hungry?”

      She nodded. “I can always fit something in.”

      “My kind of girl.” I grinned. She raised a brow and I realized she’d read a double entendre where I hadn’t meant one.

      My smile dropped. “Can you take us to a quiet hotel with room service?” I asked the driver.

      “Wait. What? How arrogant are you?” she inquired.

      I chuckled. “Baby, you already made it plain you don’t want to be seen with me. The only way that we can eat in peace without eyes on us is in a hotel suite.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you.”

      “Did I ask?” I shot back.

      “No, but …”

      “But what?” I pressed. “You wanted to go somewhere else, I’m taking you. Unless you have a better idea? You saw what happened back there. I’m trying to ensure it doesn’t happen again, but you need to work with me, our choices are limited. We can’t go back to Beth’s condo. Everyone will be asleep. Trinnie would be pissed if we woke Gabrielle up, right?”

      She huffed. “Sorry, my bad. Hotel it is,” she mumbled, looking sheepish. “But I’m still not sleeping with you.”

      “Like I said, I didn’t ask. Sounds to me like you’re trying to convince yourself. Besides, since I like my balls attached to their sack, your boss would fillet them into slices if he thought I’d made a play for you.”

      Secretly, I would have been delighted if that’s how our night together ended. But I knew Levi would be pissed. I could almost hear the conversation where he’d insist I’d taken advantage of her vulnerability.
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DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      Sadie’s gorgeous brown eyes rolled back in her head as she let out a long, erotic groan. I grimaced when my stiff cock twitched in my pants as I stared across the small hotel room table and watched her wet, pink tongue leisurely lick tomato pizza sauce off her luscious lips.

      “Spoilsport,” I muttered as I gazed with intent at her gorgeous plump lips and the ecstasy in her eyes.

      “What?” The suspicion in her gaze challenged me to check myself as to what I said next.

      I laughed because Sadie should have known better than to pull that shit with me because I got off on people testing me. “I’ve been watching that delicious tomato sauce with interest.” I gestured my middle finger toward her lips as I threw my napkin on the table and slouched back in my chair.

      Forgetting herself, her heated gaze roamed the length of me before she remembered she shouldn’t be perusing my body and her lust-filled eyes snapped up to meet mine. “Oh, does that usually work?” she bitched as she tried to hide how flustered my comment had made her. There was a hint of the live wire I knew her to be in her tone.

      “Does what work?” I asked as I held her gaze with a smile and shrugged a shoulder.

      “Flirting and staring at someone like you’re a starving man and they are your last meal?”

      “Is that what I’m doing? If so, does it?” I threw back with a hard look. “You already told me you don’t want to sleep with me. Have you had second thoughts about that?”

      I’d expected her to snap. But she bowed her head as a smile curved her lips and I believed she was mulling this over. “I guess I’m a weak drunk,” she confessed.

      “What does that mean? You’re drunk and shouldn’t be here? Drunk and horny? Make bad choices when you’re drunk? Or are you drunk enough to change your mind and you want to hook up after all? Tell me.” I’d fired off all the pointed questions I could think of in the hope of the truth.

      She shrugged. A move I’d seen her do with most questions I’d asked of her in the past. But now, her breathing looked shallower, and maybe a little faster. “You’d only be hooking up with me because there’s no one else tonight. I’m no one’s consolation prize.”

      “Fuck. Is that what you think? This might come as a surprise, baby, but I’m perfectly capable of keeping my dick in my pants at the end of the night. There have been many nights where I’ve felt the vibe was wrong and let a girl down gently.”

      Sadie lifted her head and her eyebrow at the same time. “Wow. How commendable of you.”

      “Look, where are you going with this? I brought you here to this room because of who I am. I’m staying at Jude’s condo with Esther and Greg. Levi’s staying at Beth’s with you, Trinnie and Gabrielle. Would you have wanted me to go there instead?”

      “No,” she admitted.

      “Exactly. Don’t call me out for trying to think of how to get to know you better without the scrutiny of all those eyes on us.”

      “But you only want to know me better because your options were limited today.”

      “Never. Spending time with you was a choice. I asked you to come, and I expected to take care of you. You saw those girls at the nightclub. I didn’t ask you out of pity or some fucked up sense of duty. I wanted to take you there because I want to get to know you better. Stop assuming I’m scheming because I did something I figured was nice. Get your head out of your ass and start giving me some credit for the things I do right.”

      Kudos to her for looking me straight in the eyes but the flush in her cheeks gave away how embarrassed she was for reading me wrongly. “Sorry,” she muttered.

      I coughed, like I was surprised by her apology and stifled a grin as she picked up the wine bottle we’d been sharing. She poured herself another drink. As she did so, her narrowed eyes shifted between the bottle and me until she’d topped off her glass and gestured it toward me.

      Reaching over, I took the bottle from her hand and set it down on the table. “Look, I don’t know why you can’t just accept that I like you. We were having fun until I brought you here. But now that you’ve eaten, I’m going to order a car and take you back to Beth’s condo.”

      She lifted her wine glass to her lips, but she didn’t drink from it. Instead, she eyed me as if she was assessing my sincerity. “Why me? Why bother to waste your time like this?”

      “Am I wasting my time? Let’s lay it all out here, Sadie. I’ll ask the question that’s been hanging between us all evening. Did I invite you with the expectation of fucking you tonight? My answer is no. If I ask myself the question, would I like to? That would be a resounding yes. Baby, look at you. What man wouldn’t want to be inside you?”

      Sadie almost choked on her drink at my comment and flashed me a stunned look.

      “Now, I know I’m speaking bluntly, but I figure you would appreciate the no hearts and flowers version of my thoughts. You are exactly my type: long auburn hair, long shapely legs for a petite little package, and you have an adorable face I can’t drag my eyes away from whenever I see you. Oh, and you have no idea how much that little sprinkle of freckles across your nose turns me on. Now, I swear I didn’t have any expectations of hooking up with you tonight. So, tell me, Sadie, what did you expect to happen by accepting my invitation?” I countered.

      For a long moment she continued to stare, and I could sense she was struggling for the reason herself. I waited patiently for her to reply and was about to call time on the evening when she eventually blurted. “I guess for a hot minute you made me feel desired, confident, important … and protected.” She shook her head. “Actually, you made me feel brave.”

      Inhaling deeply, I considered those points she made. “What did you need to feel brave about? Coming out with me? I know I’ve been a little handsy tonight, but I was responding to those sensual moves you pulled on the dance floor. For a while there you were all tits and ass wiggling around me, but I don’t feel like I overstepped at all.”

      “You didn’t overstep. In fact, I thought you showed a lot of restraint,” she admitted.

      “You were enticing me? Interesting.”

      “No, I was dancing,” she chided.

      I smiled. “What then? You felt confident because you were on the arm of someone famous or you felt desired because those girls were on me, but it was you I held in my arms?”

      The conversation was frustrating the fuck out of me. I wasn’t usually a patient man when it came to women, but I cared for Sadie. I’d been told she had trust issues from Levi long before I met her, and that made me careful not to push too far. “Why did you think you had to feel brave to come out with me?” I asked again.

      “It’s not about you,” she replied quickly.

      “Then what?”

      Sadie chewed on the inside of her cheek and for a moment I thought she might cry. Before I knew what I’d done, I’d shot out of my chair, rounded the table and crouched down by her side. “Come on, baby. Don’t cry.” Without another thought, I wrapped my arms around her.

      “Can you just hold me?” she whispered in a tone full of vulnerability I’d never heard pass her lips before. I did as she asked and she slid her hands around my shoulders, dipped her head, and buried her face in my neck. A small thrill ran through my body when I felt her breath on my skin, and I tried to ignore it.

      “I’ll hold you all damned day, if that’s what you need,” I promised. My heart had begun to race from the moment I felt her soft body in my arms, and I willed in vain not to get hard, as her hot breath fanned over my skin. We stayed embraced like that for a few minutes until my knees began to ache and I needed to move. Sensing she wasn’t ready for me to let her go, I slid my hands under her legs and lifted her with me off the chair as I straightened up.

      In normal circumstances, I would have taken her to the bed and set her down, but I knew it would send the wrong message, so I took her seat and placed her on my lap instead.

      I sat rubbing her back for a few seconds before I spoke. “Want to tell me what you’re thinking?”

      “That you think I’m a stupid little girl,” she responded.

      “That’s not what I’m thinking right now,” I mumbled as I tried to resist rutting my hard-on against the edge of her ass. She felt too right sitting on my knee.

      “What’re you thinking then?” she probed.

      “Honestly? That I’m trying not to stay hard for the hot girl I have sitting in my lap.”

      She chuckled despite her shaky tone. “Isn’t that what you usually think at the end of the night with a girl in your room?”

      “Frankly, no. I don’t normally think much at all if I take a girl back to my room. If you’d been anyone else, I would have fucked you by now.”

      Sadie’s gorgeous eyes widened in shock before she pulled back and her let her gaze search my face. “I can’t be the only girl that’s ever refused you.”

      “I didn’t ask, so your refusal doesn’t count,” I muttered in my defense.

      “Is this some kind of reverse psychology?” she asked, lifting her head to look at me through narrowed eyes.

      “Baby, I don’t need to play games … I’m not playing games now. It’s just us right here. Now, all night I’ve been talking my truth while you’ve been asking most of the questions. You’ve been sending mixed signals and breaking personal boundaries by dancing around me like you’d dry hump me any second and you seemed to have no problem getting up in my personal space. One minute you’re the sexiest girl in the room, the next you back off like Jack the Ripper himself is cornering you. It’s making it hard to know what to do with you.”

      “What to do with me?” she repeated, like she had no idea what I meant.

      “Yeah, so here’s what I think. You and I are going to go back and forth with this insulting and defensive conversation, and we could either end up fucking or walking away. So, let’s dispense with the idle conversation, forget our dark pasts for the moment, and you can tell me how this night’s going to end.”
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SADIE

        

      

    

    
      Deakon was right. For someone who gave off vibes that I’d cut a guy’s balls off for so much as looking at me, I felt nervous and slightly breathless when he sat me on his lap. My heart went thud, thud, thud, somewhere between my chest and the back of my throat as I lost my mind to his mischievous, dark gaze. The hooded intent in his eyes warned me how serious he was about letting me call the shots. But I didn’t feel in control at all as our connection crept toward its boiling point when my body began to react.

      Electricity flowed slowly through my veins like molasses, as my mind struggled with the potential consequences of giving into my wants and the ecstasy that may await me should I spend one reckless night with Deakon.

      I don’t know what I’d been expecting when I’d said yes to going to the nightclub with the others. One thing was for sure, it most certainly wasn’t that I’d find myself in a hotel room with the rock star I had unwelcomed desires for. I hated that I was so attracted to him … that he might be attracted to me. However, I’d watched for years while Levi and his bandmates had lived life to the fullest as I sat on the sidelines. All it had taken was a few glasses of wine to make me feel unusually brave and agree on impulse to go clubbing with Beth, Deakon and Greg.

      “I’m not a virgin,” I blurted out. Shit. Why the hell did I say that? I hadn’t intended to say it, but that confession was what had fallen out of my mouth.

      “Right,” Deakon replied with a slow smile as he continued to hold my gaze. “Me neither … since we’re sharing an’ all,” he teased. “And you need me to know this, why?”

      I shrugged because I had no clue why I’d disclosed this myself. “You know because …” I trailed off … because what? What the hell, Sadie? He probably thinks you’re a moron now.

      “Demand that I take you home right now,” Deakon snapped, his dark gaze threatening, but not in a scary way.

      “Why?” I asked, which was stupid. I’d already sensed we were seconds away from making a huge mistake.

      “Call me arrogant if you want, but I can tell when a woman wants me,” he whispered into my ear. “And despite your usual controlling attitude, I think you’re fighting your desires too.” I shivered as his hot breath circled around my ear. Deakon reached for my hair, smoothed a lock of it away from my face, then tucked it behind my ear. A grunt left my throat, and my breathing became faster in response to his intimate gesture.

      My heartbeat roared in my ears as he held me captive in an adoring gaze, while his index finger slowly traced my jawline. “You’re so fucking pretty,” he murmured. A thrill from his unfiltered comment fizzed throughout my body. Either Deakon had an incredible poker face, or he believed what he said to be true.

      In that moment he made me feel like the only girl in the world, and desired in a way I never had before. That fact left me both breathless and terrified at the same time. Butterflies swarmed low in my belly and rose excitedly to my chest as he took my chin between a thumb and forefinger and gave me the most earth-shaking look of intent I’d ever seen in my life. My core pulsed in anticipation as our gaze became so prolonged my body screamed for him to make his move.

      “Oh, God, baby,” he whispered. “I wish you could see the lust swarming in your eyes right now.”

      I swallowed hard as my heartbeat pounded in my ears so loud, it almost drowned out his soft voice altogether. As the air between us grew heavier, I watched his throat bob when he swallowed as well. The clicking sound that came from the back of his throat made him sound as if he was dying of thirst.

      “The lust in your eyes says you’re staying, Sadie. You’ve made no attempt to climb off my lap. I can feel your body quivering in my arms. Tell me, what’s it to be? I can only be a good guy for so long before my patience turns to frustration.”

      A heady cocktail of desperation and hunger flashed in Deakon’s dark, lust-drunk eyes as they searched my face for my answer. Even so, his jaw was set in determination, and I sensed he wasn’t willing to take control. It reminded me that if I stayed with him, I would need to admit this was my choice.

      Deakon was mistaken about one thing. I’d seen that dark look of intent in a lust-filled gaze before. It had burned in the eyes of two callous men with irate faces—cruel men that had used me for their pleasure.

      It had been a long time since I’d felt desired by a man whose advances didn’t repulse me. A man who stirred erotic feelings within me I thought had died. Despite his wayward reputation, my instincts told me Deakon was a man who could be trusted. During the evening, I’d felt his weighed attraction toward me, but at the same time, I’d felt his restraint.

      Having sex with Deakon would be a chance to replace the ever present, evil memories that have haunted me. Would sleeping with a man of my choice erase the memory of those I had no say in?

      As the seconds ticked by, my war of internal contradictions continued, and I concluded that desire and passion were two important emotions I’d missed out on, during the previous few years. If I was going to heal, there would need to be a man I could trust.

      If I do this, will I regret it? Probably. But the memory wouldn’t leave scars like those others had.

      “It’s been a long time since I had sex. I’d be disappointing.”

      “You think?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. A smile played on his lips and his tone sounded surprised at the turn in the conversation. Cupping my face in his hands he tipped his forehead and rested it on mine. “The only way you could disappoint me is if you didn’t enjoy yourself.”

      “I might not,” I confessed.

      “Which suggests you want me to fuck you to find out,” he muttered bluntly as he fought back a grin.

      He smoothed his palms down both upper arms and pushed me gently to my feet. Spreading his legs wider, he tugged me forward until I stepped between his thighs as he sat, and he placed his hands on my hips. “Can I kiss you?” My heart flipped and it felt as if it were bouncing around in my chest. I nodded. “I’m going to ask you once more before anything else happens. Are you certain, you want to stay?” His eyes flipped between mine and my lips as he waited for my reply.

      I nodded and licked my lips in anticipation of his kiss as his hands slid from my hips to my head. Deakon pulled my head away from his and his gorgeous chocolate eyes searched mine. “I think you’re extremely beautiful, Sadie,” he mumbled before he brushed his lips softly over mine. “Nice,” he muttered before he pressed another small kiss and then a far more lingering one. When he broke the kiss, my heart stuttered for rhythm. Slowly, he smiled. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that. You’ve got amazing lips,” he muttered, brushing his thumb against them. “Are we okay?” He asked as pulled back to see me. I nodded. “Do you really want to do this?”

      “Yes,” I said determinedly.

      Instantly his mouth was on mine again, his tongue sweeping past my lips to stake his claim on me. The sudden invasion as he explored my mouth made my heart skitter excitedly. A grunt tore from his throat. “Fuck, Sadie.”

      Hearing my name on his lips made my body tremble, prompting Deakon to wrap his arms around me. Holding me up in his firm embrace, he stood and walked me backward until my back clashed with a wall and we could go no farther. As nerves gave way to passion, my tongue tangled with his as need, want and desire overtook us both.

      One of Deakon’s hands circled my neck and the other slid between my back and the wall. He tugged me closer, bringing me flush with his body. His grip felt soft and demanding, but I felt no fear.

      “You taste like wine, but smell like apples and flowers,” he muttered … “Delicious,” he mumbled as his mouth left mine and traced its way down to my neck. “I’ve often wondered what you’d taste like,” he disclosed.

      “Pervert,” I mumbled distractedly, as a rush of sensations collided within me and left me feeling lightheaded. “I need to lie down,” I admitted. It was a giddy response to my disbelief that I was going to have sex with Deakon Brosley.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Deakon agreed as he bent his knees and swept me off my feet, into his arms. He strode across to the big hotel bed and laid me down like he thought I was precious. Leaning over me, his hands smoothed my hair, traced down my shoulders and settled lightly over my breasts. “I never thought I’d see the day you’d lie beneath me,” he confessed. The frown on his face made me chuckle at the irony of this hell-raising rock star looking uncertain.

      “You look hesitant,” I mumbled, and for a second I wondered if he’d come to his senses and was about to back out.

      “Maybe, but this is important. I care about you … and Levi. I don’t want this to fuck everyone up.”

      My thought right then was that it probably would. But we’d already crossed that line, so I figured the frustration of backing down would leave us worse off than ever before. I shook my head and sat up, believing I needed to take charge for a minute. I placed my hands on his belt and began to undo it. I glanced determinedly up at him. “I want you to treat me like any other girl. Promise me you won’t hold back. If there’s something that freaks me out, I’ll let you know.”

      He grinned as his belt buckle clinked and I began to undo his zipper. “Fuck me, and I thought Bitchy Sadie turned me on, but Domme Sadie is blistering hot.”

      My hand trembled as I slid it into his jeans and found his hard erection inside. Deakon began helping me push his jeans and boxers over his ass to expose the top of his thighs, freeing my hand and his cock in the process.

      I swallowed roughly as my heart beat erratically when I looked down at the intimidating, solid length in my hand. His thick, veiny cock looked perfect, but it made me more nervous than I already was because it was much bigger than those of the other two men I’d been with. The fat purple head of it looked shiny and a bead of pre-cum oozed from it.

      Deakon sucked in a sharp breath and let out a deep grunt when I smeared it across his thick crown with my thumb. “Oh, Fuck,” he muttered as his cock pulse and his abdominal muscles flex in response.

      “Christ, take me in your mouth,” he demanded as his dark gaze stared down at me. He wrapped his fingers around mine and guided his dick to my mouth. I glanced up and a small smile played on my lips when I saw the look of sheer desperation in his eyes.

      “Patience,” I admonished, and swiped his hand away. He instantly moved both of his arms and clasped his hands behind his head. “That’s better,” I teased as I slid my free hand under his balls and gave them a gentle squeeze.

      “Fuck. This is so fucking hot.” His knees buckled and his head snapped forward to glance down with dark intent. “Do it. Give me your mouth,” he demanded more forcefully.

      My smile widened when I tried to press my closed lips to his crown, and he instantly canted his hips toward my mouth, as if his patience was running out. Lifting his cock in one fist, I licked the underside, pressed kisses up the length of it and licked down to his balls, all while gently stroking his length.

      “Je … sus, Fu … ck …” he stuttered as his hands dropped by his sides and he growled in frustration. The moment I took him into my mouth, Deakon’s knees buckled again. “Jesus, girl. Oh God, that’s it. Take me in, fuck me with your mouth.”

      I pulled it clear with a pop, licked his balls again and gave his ball sack a gentle nip which earned me another hiss. “Not until I say so,” I chided.

      “Sadie, you are so fucking frustrating. Do it now, or when it’s my turn I’ll spank your ass hard,” he threatened. I grinned nervously, as I took his crown into my mouth and tongued his slit. Deakon gave a long groan, which sounded somewhere between relief and pleasure. The musky smell instantly made my core pulse, and I felt slick between my thighs.

      “Oh, My. Fuck. Yeah … oh, my God, that’s it, baby,” he praised. At first, he let me work at my own pace, the taste of his salty pre-cum, and the continued musky smell of him, sparked desires within me I had thought were dead to me forever.

      For several minutes I sat on the edge of the bed, teasing him with slow deliberate licks before I switched it up and began sucking him hard. Deakon reached down, grabbed a clump of my hair, and began fucking my mouth, setting the pace. I immediately froze, and as if he sensed my unease, he let it go and stepped back. “Sorry,” he said, “It felt so good I got carried away.” I nodded, centered myself and took him back in my mouth. He began to move again, but I could tell he was holding back. With a little time, the sensation from what I was doing took over again and my desire came flooding back.

      A few seconds later, Deakon pulled out of my mouth and pushed me gently back to lie down on the bed. “Let’s get you out of this dress, I want to clap eyes on your beautiful body.” Taking his time, he undressed me, kissing me softly as he went, and by the time I was naked, the hollow of my belly visibly vibrated.

      “Damn,” he muttered with a look of awe in his eyes as his large palms and calloused fingertips trailed small explorations over my body. “I never thought you’d ever let me touch you like this,” he confessed.

      His comment stunned me. “That thought has been on your mind?”

      “Christ, you have no idea how many times I’ve wondered what these looked like under those swimsuits that you wear.” He gestured toward my breasts and palmed them gently in his hands. “These are fabulous tits.”

      His comment embarrassed me. “I’m nothing special,” I mumbled as I turned my head to the side, suddenly unwilling to meet his gaze.

      “On the contrary. Look at this incredible skin, it’s so fine it’s almost transparent,” he whispered seductively as he trailed his middle finger from my collar bone to the swell of my sex. I glanced down and saw there was a red line where his finger had been. “Every time you blush, my knuckles curl with my need to touch you, especially when those flushes creep all the way down here to your chest.”

      I felt overwhelmed by his scrutiny, rolled away from him and climbed off the opposite side of the bed.

      “Are you taking those off or keeping them on?” I asked, nodding boldly toward his jeans and boxer briefs. He followed me from over his shoulder as I circled in front of him. He pushed his jeans the rest of the way down his legs and stepped out of them. Before he could straighten fully, I forced him back on the bed and straddled him.

      “Fuck, you’re one bossy girl,” he said a little breathlessly. I saw a fresh flare of lust in his eyes as a smile tugged at his lips.

      Anger came in a rush that I couldn’t accept affection at face value anymore. “Condom,” I said in desperation.

      “Hey, what—”

      “Condom. Are we doing this or am I going home?”

      “Back pocket … in my wallet,” he said, hurriedly. He jerked his head forward to indicate his jeans on the floor.

      Still astride his legs, I leaned down, pulled his wallet out, grabbed a condom and chucked his wallet carelessly behind me.

      “Now this is the Sadie I know,” he muttered deadpan.

      “You want to fuck or not?” I asked, breaking open the condom and holding it between my fingers.

      “What do you think?” he asked, nodding at his huge hard on.

      As I slid the condom over his shaft, Deakon slid his hand between our bodies and lost his fingers in the slick wetness of my sex. “Fuck, Sadie, you’re soaked,” he muttered, pulled his hands out, then brushed his fingertips along his lips. “Delicious,” he mumbled, grinning.

      Without letting him say anything else, I positioned his cock at my opening and began lowering myself onto him. “Holy shit, cock sucking motherfucker,” I mumbled as I stopped suspended on my knees over him. His crown was barely inside me and I thought I might split in two.

      Deakon hissed as his dark eyes searched my face. He placed his hands on my hips. “Damn, baby, you feel incredible … so fucking tight. You should have let me finger you first,” he suggested.

      He wasn’t wrong, I was tight. So tight it felt like my first time all over again. “Easy,” he muttered as he held me firmly in place with his hands on my hips and adjusted his ass underneath me. One hand moved between us as the other cradled the back of my head again. “Come here,” he mumbled and guided my head toward his mouth. He kissed me, slow and tender as he circled my clit and gently rocked himself at my entrance. I squeezed my eyes shut as I felt my body begin to yield and take him in.

      “That’s it. Good girl,” Deakon whispered between kisses until I felt so full that my eyes involuntarily widened. We lay in silence as his brown eyes carefully weighed me up as my body adjusted to his size.  When he felt sure he wouldn’t hurt me, he began to move slowly. My heart clenched at the look of bliss on his face as his eyes closed for a second, then reconnected with mine.

      “You feel incredible. I can’t believe we’re doing this,” he muttered, almost to himself. “If Levi ever finds out about this, you know he’s going to kill me.”
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DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      If someone had told me that fucking Sadie would be the end of my Thanksgiving Day, I’d probably have died laughing. Levi’s angry housekeeper was notorious among us for her snappy insults and guarded manner, but I’d always felt there was an undercurrent of attraction between us. It simmered from time to time when she was in one of her pleasanter moods, but there had never been any sign she was interested in taking the connection we shared anywhere.

      Yet, last night, Sadie surprised the hell out of me when she gave me the ride of my life. After a tentative start, I felt stunned when the sex became frantic. I was no stranger to rough sex, but it was almost as if she wanted to punish me for something I hadn’t done. She wasn’t a good fuck, she was sensational. Not that I’d wish to describe it so crudely like that. But there was no other way to describe what happened between us.

      During our three-hour session, she released a level of passion within me I never knew I had. She’d fought for control almost as much as I had, and she had stamina for sex I’d rarely experienced before with a girl. When we were both done, sweat drenched and breathless, no words passed between us as we lay panting, boneless and exhausted from our effort.
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      I guess I must have passed out and it was still dark when I woke. At first, I had thought Sadie was lying beside me on the bed, but it turned out to be two pillows. Disappointment came in one huge crashing wave that she had gotten dressed and left. For the first time in my life, I felt used after sex. Too tired and hungover to do an autopsy on the night, I crashed out again. When I woke up later that morning, I realized that Sadie regretted what had gone down between us.

      After I showered and dressed, I noticed bruises on my chest, a bite mark on my shoulder and a deep purple hickey on my neck. Fuck, did I go too far? Is she bruised?

      My cell phone rang, and I went back to the bedroom to answer it.

      “Morning. Still up for that game of poker tonight?” Mikey, one of the band’s bodyguards, asked.

      “Dunno, can I call you later? I’m heading over to Beth’s condo to see …” I hesitated. “… erm, Levi and Trinnie before heading back to Miami. Are you still at the penthouse?”

      “Yeah. Korry’s coming back later and Greg’s a no-show. Is he with you? He’s not answering his cell phone?”

      “Nah, we started out clubbing together but got separated,” I muttered.

      “Ah. Good night?” he asked, jovially.

      “Still processing,” I replied honestly.

      “All right. Give me a buzz when you’re on your way back and I’ll order some takeout or something.”

      “Thanks, Mikey … and if you don’t hear from Greg by later this afternoon, it might be worth contacting Bernadette to see if she can trace him.”

      “Will do. Catch you later.” I hung up without saying goodbye and ordered a car to take me over to Beth and Jude’s condo building.
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      Levi buzzed me up to Beth’s condo. The second I walked through the door, he grilled me about Beth. He figured I’d hooked up with her and taken her somewhere with me. He soon changed his tune when the driver of the car from the hotel to his place turned up with my jacket I’d left on the back seat.

      “See, I told you. I haven’t seen her since I left the club.”

      “Maybe she is with Sadie?” I suggested, fishing for information to ensure she had indeed come back.

      My bandmate gave me a surprised wide-eyed stare. “Yeah, that.” He looked like he was still assimilating the fact she’d gone out in the first place. “That girl has surprised the fuck out of me. She crawled in at 4:45 a.m. She’s still in bed, but as you’re here, my best guess is that she became the third wheel between Beth and Greg, and he sent her home in a taxi. Wait until I see that horny bastard. If he’s fucked my sister, I’ll beat his ass so hard he won’t be able to sit down for a week.”

      My heart thumped anxiously in my chest to know Sadie had come home and Levi hadn’t spoken to her yet. I checked the time on my phone and decided to get the hell out of there before Sadie got up and the vibe in the room got awkward.

      “Well, I guess I’m going to head back to Miami. Tell Sadie I said hi, and I hope she enjoyed herself last night.” I cringed after I’d said this, because the last thing I wanted was for her to think I was referencing what we’d done and was being flippant with that remark.

      “Why don’t you stay and have lunch,” Trinnie coaxed. “We haven’t eaten yet. Chef is about done setting up a warm finger buffet and sandwiches.”

      “You look like you could do with the hair of the dog that bit you with that hangover face you got there,” Levi muttered, falling in line with Trinnie’s invitation. Opening Beth’s fridge, he took out a beer and handed it to me. “Here, sit your ass down. We don’t get enough time together when we’re not on the road.”

      I had no good excuse ready to offer, so I sat in a chair by the balcony door and wondered what Sadie would make of it.

      “What are you smirking about?” Levi probed with a wicked grin on his face. “Good night, last night?” he asked, after glancing at the door to ensure Trinnie was nowhere in sight.

      “It was okay. Nothing to write home about,” I replied, trying to look nonchalant.

      “Where did you end up?” he asked.

      “Driver found me a place to crash ten minutes from the club,” I answered honestly.

      Trinnie re-entered the room, much to my relief, and began making small talk about Gabrielle’s school, their beach front apartment in Jacksonville and how her real estate business was doing. I listened politely with half an ear but had independent thoughts at the same time about how Sadie was doing, lying in the next room.

      Maybe she heard me come in and is staying in bed until I leave because she feels guilty about what we did? I’d barely had that thought when the living room door opened, and a bleary-eyed Sadie crept into the room, hugging her torso, dressed in a tank top and a small pair of denim shorts, with her hair sexily mussed.

      “Morning, sunshine,” Levi hollered unsympathetically. From the way she cringed, his greeting had the same effect as a bucket of ice-cold water.

      “Don’t,” she snapped. “My head is pounding this morning,” she muttered gruffly as her hands left her torso and supported her head. She padded past him and poured a glass of orange juice from a jug on the coffee table. As she straightened up, I winced in shock when I noticed a bruise on her shoulder and realized, she had a huge hickey too. My traitorous cock pulsed with delight when I saw I had marked her. I almost laughed when I saw the whites of her eyes and her face instantly flush because it confirmed that I was the last person she’d expected to see.

      “Well, look at you,” Levi muttered in a teasing tone as he gingerly moved around and blocked her view of me. “Wait. What’s that on your shoulder?” he inquired, stepping closer to inspect it.

      Sadie glanced down and became even more flustered at Levi’s line of questioning. I could see her shifting positions several times and guessed she was fidgeting nervously. She reacted in the only way she could. Denial. “What the fuck?” she asked, like she was confused. I bit back a grin, my eyes instantly narrowing as my smile fought its way up to meet them. I chugged a long draw on my beer to hide my amusement.

      “Looks like a fucking huge hickey to me,” Levi remarked, his tone incredulous. “Anything you want to tell us?” he teased. “Sadie?”

      “What! Hm, no. I have no idea what that is?” She swiped vigorously at her shoulder like she could wipe it off. “My purse strap rubbed it, maybe? That dance club was so crowded I was pulled and jostled the whole time we were there.” Her weak protests sounded funny coming from someone who was usually so sassy. I laughed before I could stop myself.

      The scene was akin to a fourteen-year-old boy being caught with a package of condoms by his church-going mom. If she thought for one minute a guy as experienced with woman as Levi would believe her, I figured she had to be crazy.

      My curious eyes went back to her mark, and I tried to remember when I had given it to her. I came up blank because there had been so many points during sex, it could have been any one of them. But, as hickeys went, I’d gotten her good. In fact, the more I looked at it, I thought it, the mother of all hickeys.

      “Nah, that’s most definitely a massive great hickey. Looks like there’s at least one guy in this world you don’t find offensive,” Levi teased.

      “I really don’t know how I got this,” she protested, rubbing her fingers over the bruise. A small thrill ran through me when I remembered how her skin felt. It was irrefutable evidence of our incredible, forbidden time together.

      “No more wine for you if you’re blacking out and fucking the nearest guy that you found. I thought you weren’t that kind of girl. I can’t afford to lose you to an unwanted pregnancy. At least tell me you used protection,” Levi joked.

      “Leave me the fuck alone. I said I don’t know how this thing got there,” she sniped in a much more malicious tone.

      “Stop it, Levi. You’re embarrassing the girl. You should be glad she went out and had fun,” Trinnie admonished.

      “There’s having fun and turning up after being out all night with a huge fucking suck mark on her shoulder,” Levi insisted, looking annoyed.

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake. You’re her boss, not her father,” Trinnie insisted. She placed a hand on Levi’s shoulder and shot him a warning look.

      “Tell me he brought you home at least,” Levi mumbled, eyeing Sadie carefully.

      “I went out with them and came home alone,” she said jutting a thumb in my direction like I represented the whole party. “Why aren’t you asking him where he was? Look at him. He looks like he had a rough night.” I laughed heartily because I couldn’t believe she threw me under the bus, to take the heat off herself.

      Levi spun around to look at me and shook his head. “None of us needs to guess what his night was like. He’s a dirty fucker. I don’t need to be a mind reader to know he hooked up with some poor girl who can barely walk this morning.”

      “Oh, please. Don’t fan his ego. I bet he’s got a wiener between those legs,” Sadie insisted, wagging her pinkie finger.

      Both Levi and Trinnie laughed. “Don’t even wonder about that, Sadie. The guy walks around with it swinging on a regular basis in our dressing rooms. You’d be traumatized for life if you saw it.”

      She made a gagging noise in her throat and pretended to throw up. “Please, don’t! My stomach is delicate enough this morning without you putting images in my head. I’m never drinking wine again,” Sadie muttered before she sat down in the chair furthest away from me. I didn’t miss how she winced as she adjusted herself in it either.

      Her worried eyes darted to mine, and I tipped my bottle toward her. “It was nice to see you have fun last night,” I said, sounding amused as I fought to keep the grin from my face.

      “It was nothing special,” she said. “The music wasn’t to my taste, and I felt so hot and sweaty by the end of the night, I had to check out.”

      My heart clenched in disappointment at her blunt, coded assessment of our amazing night together. It felt like a slap in the face, and I frowned.

      “That’s a pity because from what I saw, I figured you’d let your hair down and were enjoying yourself.”

      “Not really. I’ve had better,” she insisted again as she glanced directly at me in a challenge to argue with that.

      “All right, you know how you felt better than me. It’s a pity though, because I must have misread that grin you had on your face most of the night.”

      “I should thank you for taking me with you though. It reminded me why I prefer to stay home and not hang out in lame nightclubs anymore.”

      “Says the girl with the huge motherfucking hickey,” I reminded her.
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DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      It had been difficult trying to find a quiet moment with Sadie, to ask if she was okay. I was in the process of telling her how sorry I was that she’d left that morning when she cut me dead. “Jesus, it was one fuck, Deakon,” she hissed. “We both know what it was. What are you doing here?”

      If I’d expected a civil conversation to smooth over the awkward vibe I had, I was sorely mistaken. Sadie’s comment and pointed question put me firmly in my place. “I came to see if you were okay. I mean—”

      “You came, you saw … I’m fine. I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal of it,” she snipped quietly as she stole a glance toward the kitchen area where Levi, Trinnie and the chef stood chatting.

      “Okay,” I said, standing. My chest tightened in frustration as I pulled out my cell phone. Feeling a need to be anywhere but with her right then, I ordered an Uber and wandered over to where Levi stood.

      “Sorry, guys, forget about feeding me, I’m going to head out.”

      “Why? Where’s the fire?” Levi asked.

      “No fire, just a better proposition than sitting around jawing with y’all,” I said.

      “Wow, she must be something special when she has you running out the door,” Levi joked with a grin. “Another redhead?”

      “Close enough, auburn,” I replied. “See you, Sadie,” I said, turning to face her after my auburn comment, ensuring she caught the implication that it was her, and it was because of her I was leaving.

      She glanced up at me and her face flushed. She gave me a half-hearted wave. I guessed she felt awkward that I brought my focus back to her.

      “Fuck you,” I muttered to myself as I closed the door and headed for the elevators at the end of the hallway.

      There were times when I wished I’d learned to listen to my gut rather than my dick. This was one of those. Last night my gut had screamed its objection to hooking up with her, but in the heat of the moment, my cock had won out.

      “What the fuck was I thinking?” I asked my reflection in the mirrored elevator car as “Like That” by Bee Miller played as the elevator music. The minute our eyes connected this morning, I’d read regret and disdain in her. I couldn’t believe how badly I’d gotten it wrong. It hadn’t been a day since I’d believed we were breaking down barriers to form a deeper friendship but seeing Sadie’s reaction this morning warned me how badly I’d fucked up.

      She left me in little doubt that she’d regretted what had gone down between us. Me … the only regret I had was that she hated me for it.

      For a seasoned guy like me, Sadie’s comments should have been water off a duck’s back. But they weren’t. They gnawed at me because I’d been drawn toward her from the moment I met her. Not that I’d thought for one minute I’d ever be involved with her. Yet, the girl rarely had a kind word to say to any of us band guys whenever we’d visited Levi’s place.

      All that considered, I’d still found her intriguing, magnetic even, and although it was always difficult to engage her in a conversation, I’d still had a compulsion to know her. I’d often wondered what was behind that hard exterior she wore like an invisible shield. My basic instincts told me she was a good girl that had a bad experience with a man.

      I wasn’t used to analyzing a hook up, but I didn’t think of Sadie like that. What I had with her, there were no words for because the connection felt unusual. Normally, sex was a purely physical thing but she moved something within me when I was with her.

      I never bothered getting to know a girl before taking her to bed. Relationships of any other kind took effort. Effort I didn’t have time for. No one really saw how much work went into being a rock star, making a performance look effortless and being a top-drawer musician in a world-renowned band. To my mind, appearing flawless took single-minded dedication.

      Rehearsals, recording albums, TV and radio interviews, red carpet events, charity work and constant rounds of meetings and touring left little time for building relationships outside the band. In the past, I’d seen how women fucked with Levi and Jude, making demands on their time. It led me to believe being in a rock band and staying sane, meant taking a regular partner was a terrible idea.

      Until I’d slept with Sadie, I’d kept my world simple. Music, good food, a comfortable bed, and a string of hook-ups made Deakon a happy boy. Now, I’d made a monumental fuck up by crossing the line with someone close to home; someone I knew, who was vulnerable. A person whose boss was one of my best friends.

      Good job, Deak! What a colossal asshole you are.
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      “Promise me you’ll come,” Levi begged. I crawled across the floor and pulled the drapes to block out the sun. Someone had turned the air conditioning off and my south facing bedroom at the penthouse in Miami was baking hot.

      “Fuck, Levi it’s barely 7:00 a.m.,” I grumbled as I turned to sit naked on the bedroom carpet.

      “You said you were coming the day before yesterday, then you swore you’d be here yesterday,” he reminded me.

      “Okay, okay.” I sighed. It had been five months since my night with Sadie and I’d run out of excuses for not accepting Levi’s invitation to spend time with him in The Keys.

      Since Thanksgiving, Sadie and I had talked many times on the phone, and the conversations we’d had were initially strained but had become more natural again. Obviously, I brought up what had happened, and her blunt response drew a line under what it had meant to her when she’d said, “It happened. We were both drunk and our judgment was off. It was a moment of madness I never wish to repeat.”

      Now I was faced with going to stay at Levi’s place and the only way I could think of to show Sadie things were back to normal was to take a date with me. I tapped my cell phone against my chin and then I called Korry. I heard it ring in his bedroom next door, so when it went to voicemail I hung up and called him again.

      “What was that chick’s name I hung out with last week?” I asked the moment the ringtone stopped.

      “Fuck you, Deak, it’s the middle of the night,” he mumbled. He grunted and I guessed he was turning over in bed.

      “Nope, it’s daytime,” I insisted.

      “What time is it?”

      “I don’t know. What am I, the speaking clock? Can you get that chick’s number for me?”

      “What chick?” he muttered, still sounding sleepy. “You mean Marlie?”

      “That’s her. I’m shooting down to Levi’s for a few days. It might get lonely if he goes off to meet Trinnie at any time. You wouldn’t happen to have her number, would you?”

      “Whose? Trinnie’s?”

      “Fuck. Concentrate, Korry. Marlie’s number.”

      “My sister has it.”

      I sighed when he didn’t offer anything else. “Well? What are you waiting for? Call her and call me back ... or better yet, text the number to me ...  add her name in the text for reference.”

      Setting my cell phone down, I stood up and pulled a small suitcase out of my closet. Opening it, I began packing until I heard a text come through. Swiping it open, I frowned when I saw the number I asked for. I sighed when I thought how adamant Sadie was about not repeating the night we’d had, before I shrugged the low ache in my chest off and called Marlie.
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      “Wonders will never cease,” Levi muttered sarcastically as he pulled me in for a hug. “I was beginning to think you were avoiding me,” he added.

      “Nah, just busy,” I lied.

      Levi’s eyes darted to Marlie, and he grinned widely. “So, I see.”

      I guessed he thought this girl was different than all the others, but he was wrong. I’d never taken a girl anywhere with me before, and I wouldn’t have brought her now had it not been for Sadie.

      Marlie was a lovely girl. But apart from the one night I’d spent in her bed, I knew very little about her.

      “Have you two eaten or do you want me to make you something?” I looked past Levi and my heart raced when I saw Sadie dishing up one of her fabulous, huge, breakfast omelettes. The smell of fresh baked bread hit my nostrils and I inhaled deeply, but when my focus turned to how Sadie looked, it overrode anything else going on in the kitchen.

      “Thanks, I’m hungry. It smells amazing in here,” I said as I tried to act as normal as I would otherwise. My gaze landed on the silky skin of her neck, and I silently willed her to look up at me. A hand tugged at the hem of my T-shirt, and I remembered Marlie was standing behind me. “You want something, honey?” I asked, turning to look down at her. Marlie smiled shyly, stepped out from behind me and leaned on the kitchen counter. “Smells delicious. I’d love a small slice, if there’s any to spare.”

      Sadie gave her a sideward glance through narrowed eyes and pursed her lips, like she was considering her answer. Then her gaze slid from Marlie to me. She gave me a fleeting expressionless look and went back to what she was doing. “Yeah, there’s plenty to go round. I would have ignored you otherwise.”

      Marlie’s worried, gray eyes looked up at me, and she flashed me a nervous smile. I instantly felt neglectful for not warning her about Sadie’s sharp tongue. “Don’t mind this one,” I said of Sadie. “That was a relatively mild put down. She must be feeling sorry for you being here with me.”

      “Got that right,” Sadie grumbled as she tended to the food. “But I don’t need you to excuse my behavior, Deakon Brosley, when yours is hardly any better.”

      “And as you can see, her insults only grow and roll downhill from here,” I added, earning me a dark glare from Sadie.

      “Fuck her,” I decided. On the way down to The Keys, I had still been second guessing myself about bringing Marlie with me. Did I invite her to see Sadie’s reaction? If I had, from her response it was clear she wasn’t interested in me.

      Then and there, I decided that if behaving like there had been nothing between us was how Sadie had wanted to play it, then fuck it. I had to be fine with that, no matter the lingering thoughts I’d had about my time with her. I had exhausted myself for months about how we might go forward. I’d also let my conscience get the better of me and considered the notion that I’d somehow hurt her if she saw me with someone else. But from Sadie’s reaction toward me, I was the one that was stuck in the past and she had already put that night behind her.
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      “Jesus, Deakon. Can’t you take that upstairs?” I ground out, mortified by his public show of affection as I walked from the pool house on my way to Levi’s kitchen. It was 2:00 p.m. in the afternoon and Marlie, the date Deakon had brought with him, sat astride him, dry humping his groin like she was training as a barrel racer.

      A wave of depression washed over me as a small lump in my throat grew. I swallowed it down and reminded myself I’d known what kind of guy he was before I’d stupidly slept with him.

      Deakon flashed me a wry smirk as his curious eyes followed me across the patio. As I passed them, he made no attempt to stop the girl who was moaning erotically with her face buried in his neck. I shook my head and tried to ignore him. “Don’t,” he mumbled to the girl.

      “Yeah, I’d prefer not to be put off my lunch by two people who can’t control bumping uglies until they take it somewhere private.”

      “Maybe you should try ‘bumping uglies’ occasionally,” he remarked giving emphasis to my description. “A few orgasms might loosen you up,” he shot back. “Just say the word, Sadie. You know I’d be happy to oblige,” he added sounding overly playful. His comment was loaded with more insinuation than my boss or the girl on his lap could have known.

      My heart skipped a beat at the gruff emotion in his tone because his oblige comment sounded loaded with intent. “I couldn’t afford the medical bill from the STD I’d likely catch, if I let you.”

      “If that’s your only reason, I’m happy to wear a condom,” he quipped back. I shot him a death glare as I stepped inside the patio door and slammed it shut behind me.

      Tears pricked at my eyes because in that moment, I wished I’d never met Deakon Brosley. He infuriated me because my attraction to him was the last thing I needed. It lowered my resistance and I felt furious that I’d ever been so weak-willed as to be one of his many conquests. Thank goodness Levi had no idea I’d been so stupid as to sleep with his manwhore bandmate.

      Being housekeeper to a rock star required a certain amount of discretion, and from what I’d seen there had been enough material to fill a series of tell-all books. However, Levi, my rock star boss’s only stipulation when he gave me sanctuary from the streets of Fort Lauderdale was that I sign a non-disclosure agreement. Even if he hadn’t, I had become completely loyal to him … plus, I had no one to tell.

      “What now?” Levi asked sharply, as he glanced up at me from playing his guitar, frowning.

      “Them,” I said, tipping my chin at the sight of Deakon and the horny date he’d brought with him through the glass. Levi huffed as he took his feet down off the coffee table and set his guitar on the couch beside him. Standing, he wandered over to the patio door and opened it.

      “Don’t you dare fuck that girl on my lounger, Deak,” he ground out in a sharp threatening tone. “And get the hell off my patio. Some of us live here,” he muttered before he closed the door on them again.

      “Thanks. I like having the guys around, but I can’t tolerate that,” I muttered, thankful for his intervention. Opening the fridge, I pulled out some cold cuts and sliced some of the sourdough bread I had made that morning. “Want a sandwich?”

      “Sounds good. Turkey, smoked ham and cheese,” he replied.

      “Cranberry sauce?” I wondered why I’d even asked him. Levi’s sandwich order was always the same.

      “You know it,” he replied with a warm smile.

      I glanced out the window and the tight feeling I’d had in my chest slackened when I saw Marlie and Deakon both on their feet. As he turned, his eyes connected with mine. For a second something I couldn’t explain passed between us and a burst of adrenaline coursed through me. My heart rate spiked, and I felt my knees give way. Deakon frowned as his dark gaze remained locked onto mine, and I wondered if he felt any guilt about being with her. Then as if he remembered what they’d been doing, he adjusted his tented dick in his shorts. Even at that, his gaze remained fixed on me as he walked in my direction and slid open the door. He gave me a split-second sheepish look before he spoke.

      “Happy now?” His gruff voice had bite to it, like he was either frustrated at being disturbed or annoyed that I’d seen what was happening.

      “A little.” My heart sank and my gut began to churn as he held the hand of some other girl. I’ll admit, I hadn’t played fair following our night together when I’d left him lying asleep. But I reminded myself not caring was for the best. Taking charge of the situation was far better than him trying to let me down gently, given my position with Levi and all. I flashed him a small, forced smile and decided bitchy Sadie was in charge. “But I’ll be deliriously happy when you two are out of my sight.”

      Levi moved to the fridge, chuckling. He took out some iced tea and a can of soda for me, he set the drinks on the countertop. “I prefer my sunbathing without the risk of stale, sticky bodily fluids,” he crudely remarked.

      “Ew.” I cringed. My nose wrinkled in disgust as I continued to spread mayo on the bread and make our sandwiches.

      “Got any lube?” Deakon brazenly asked. For a second I figured he was trying to get a rise out of me. I glanced toward Marlie as she tried to smooth what looked like a rat’s nest on her head. Jealousy raged within me because she looked thoroughly ravished by Deakon, with her messy hair, swollen lips and flushed pink face. I knew that look; I’d seen it in my reflection in the bathroom mirror of the hotel room Deakon had taken me to.

      “Deak,” Levi mumbled and nodded toward me as if to say, ‘manners, dude’.

      “Don’t mind me,” I retorted in my usual snarky tone, as I roughly cut Levi’s sandwich in half and put it on a plate, imagining myself stabbing holes in it. It was a wonder I didn’t saw through the breadboard as I felt my temper flare. “There should be some in the bathroom cabinet in your room, next to the condoms.” How I managed to sound nonchalant when I advised him was beyond me. I reminded myself it was part of my job as Levi’s housekeeper to ensure his guest rooms had a full stock of lubrication gel, condoms, massage oil and tissues. It normally spared everyone the kind of conversation Deakon had determinedly posed.

      Deakon bit his bottom lip, his eyes clouding over a little before he looked down and slowly nodded. “Right,” he muttered. “Thanks, babe,” he mumbled.

      “Don’t call me babe,” I chastised. “Save that for the girls you take to bed. I prefer to be referred to as Sadie.”

      Deakon tilted his head and for one sickening moment I held my breath when I thought he was going to remind me, that I’d earned that title as well. Instead, he sighed and shook his head. “Prickly as ever.”

      “As opposed to being a prick,” I shot back deadpan. A sad smile tugged at his lips, and he tilted his head to one side. When he broke our connection, he glanced down at Marlie, frowned, and looked back up at me. The air between us thickened in expectation and I felt he’d wanted to say something. A flash of pain or regret passed through his eyes and in those seconds, I believed he regretted that he’d brought Marlie to Levi’s when he’d already hooked up with me.

      No. Bullshit. He isn’t wired that way. Guys like Deakon are way too selfish.

      “I’d quit while you’re ahead,” my boss warned his bandmate as he chuckled and took a bite of his sandwich. Levi hummed erotically in appreciation and closed his eyes for a second as he began to chew.

      “Looking at her, he’s more likely to be getting head than ever getting ahead of me,” I informed them both, by tipping my chin toward Marlie. It was the bitchiest put down I’d ever delivered about another girl, but my jealousy had taken hold.  Levi almost choked on his sandwich when he began to laugh. I rushed to his side and patted him on his back.

      “Ow. Fuck,” Levi mumbled through his coughing fit and held up his hand to silently tell me to stop.

      “Well, it’s time to make myself scarce if you’re going to insult my date,” Deakon muttered.

      “Aren’t we going to have something to eat?” she asked, like she hadn’t heard my putdown.

      “No, I’m not done living yet. I don’t trust Sadie when she’s in this mood.” I almost cried at how spiteful he sounded and how ungracious and envious I felt as he ushered the poor girl out the door. A wave of humiliation and sadness clogged my throat. I busied myself at the sink until I got my emotions under control. Now that I knew for certain that the unwanted attraction I felt for him hadn’t gone away, I wondered how things between us could ever be normal again.

      On reflection, it had been there from the first time I met him. The butterflies that hatched in my belly whenever he’d come to visit, were feelings I’d tried hard to ignore. When I realized I couldn’t, I usually created a scene that had us bickering for most of the time. However, despite our fights, there had always been an undercurrent of sexual tension that remained between us.

      No matter how hard I told myself what a bad idea my fascination was and being fully aware of his manwhore ways, Deakon Brosley had me hooked.

      The moment he left the kitchen, my heart crumpled in disappointment. In another life, I might well have been that carefree girl on his arm who would have welcomed the budding connection and any potential relationship he may have offered.

      “Don’t let him fuck with you,” Levi warned, cutting into my thoughts as I took my seat at the table beside him.

      Too late, I already did. “I’m trying.”

      Levi had no idea his comment had an alternate meaning. My appetite had gone, my mind consumed by thoughts of what he was doing upstairs. I took a less than enthusiastic bite of my sandwich, unsure I’d be able to swallow it past the golf ball sized lump in my throat.
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      I took Marlie up to the bedroom at Levi’s place to get her away from Sadie. I cursed myself for being so stupid and I hated that I’d brought her. It was neither fair to her nor the girl downstairs. Not after I’d seen the hurt in her eyes and sensed I really did matter to her. I cursed myself for letting Sadie get to me and for making a move on her in the first place. But she wasn’t like anyone else I’d met before, and worst of all, I’d made this fucked up situation between us much worse than before.

      There was no explanation for how drawn I was to her, yet I found her irresistible. Looks wise she was sexy-siren beautiful, but her temperament was explosive, infuriating and downright vindictive. Yet, apparently my heart, dick and soul must be into that combination in spades because I found her more appealing than anyone else I’d met. Plus, she had an innocent, angelic face with a smattering of freckles across her nose that I found almost impossible not to look at. The fire that her huge brown eyes held most days melted me. Sometimes, I swear the dark looks she gave me said she wanted me.

      We certainly had a connection because I always felt it seconds before I became aware she was watching me. Despite her moods, being around her made my heart beat faster and she gave me a rush like no other before her.

      Would it be cliché to say, she had me at hello? Unfortunately, that was before she opened her mouth to speak, but by then it was too late. I’d always thought redheads were my thing, until I had a burning desire to wrap Sadie’s long auburn hair around my fist. Then after my night with her, when I’d gotten to do that, the sensation of her silky mane blanketing over my knuckles had left a permanent imprint there.

      I was still thinking about how badly I’d fucked up by bringing Marlie when I slumped back into the deep, comfortable mattress on the bed and clasped my hands behind my head. Sadie had debilitated me with just one hurt look. Wired annoyance vibrated through my body.

      Marlie, unaware of my shift in mood, crawled onto the bed and climbed astride my hips. She settled back into the same position on me as she had been on the patio before we’d been interrupted. “Don’t, honey. I’m not in the mood,” I informed her.

      “You’re not?” Her whine registered her genuine disappointment.

      “Up,” I said, tapping her hips and moving her ass off me at the same time. “Come on, we’re going back to Miami. There’s something I forgot I need to do.”

      “What, now? Like, right this minute … but you said—”

      Ignoring her protest, I began to fish for my cell phone. “I’m aware of what I said. But we’ve got to go. Get your shit together and I’ll organize a car.”

      Leaving her to pick up her belongings, I messaged Levi.

      Me: I need a driver to take me up to Miami.

      Levi: Where’s the fire? Did the condom burst?

      Me: Nah, need to offload Marlie. I shouldn’t have brought her.

      Levi: It’s okay. I guess Sadie and I were a little hard on you.

      Me: No. I get it. It was my bad bringing her here in the first place.

      Levi: One car and driver coming up.

      I felt relieved when my bandmate hadn’t pressed me further for a reason. Sadie was the reason. I should have known better … have acted better than to make a move on her … than to think it okay to bring a girl to her home. What the fuck is wrong with me? I knew Sadie was vulnerable. But we had gotten on so well—too well apparently. End of story.

      It wasn’t usual for me to reflect and dissect any situation about a girl, but I’d gone over what happened between us many times in my head and I’d made sure she was a willing party that night. Hadn’t I? From what I remember, she was certainly an eager participant … the most dominating of us both. So why was I so fucked up in the head about having her approval? And why was it that every time Levi mentioned her name the feeling of me inside her played over again and again?

      With time and distance, life had appeared to grow easier for us both. But my visit had taught me what I should already have known, that our relationship was now more comfortable when it was on the phone. Those conversations had returned to the natural insulting banter-like talks we’d grown used to. Now, I felt our face-to-face interactions had the potential to explode into a bitter exchange of words.

      “Aren’t you going to pack your things as well?” Marlie hesitantly asked.

      “No. I’m coming back tomorrow,” I informed her.

      “Why can’t I leave my stuff here then?” she asked in a pacifying tone.

      I stared pointedly at her for a moment and figured I needed to give it to her straight. “I’ll be coming back. Alone. It was a bad idea to bring you here.”

      “Why? Because you like that bitch in the kitchen, and she doesn’t feel the same about you?” Seeing how hurt I’d made Marlie, almost had me denying what she’d said, but I kept my mouth shut, taking the stellar advice of our legal team to neither confirm nor deny anything. Marlie reminded me why I never had more than one date with the same girl. Anytime I showed the slightest interest in a girl they suddenly thought we were a couple.

      My cell phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to check it.

      Levi: Transport arriving in ten.

      I stuffed my cell back in my front jeans’ pocket. “Let’s go, the car will be at the gate any minute.”

      “I don’t know why you dragged me all the way down here only to take me back.” Hearing how miffed she was brought out my frustration.

      Her complaint was valid, but I kept my mouth shut, opened the bedroom door and gestured her out. “After you.”

      Marlie sat in silence, save for a few grunts in frustration as she stared straight ahead, most of the way to Miami. Fury rolled off her in waves as she shifted in her seat with every new thought—likely about me—that entered her head.

      I felt like shit for having put Marlie through taking her all the way to The Keys. It was a dick move on my part, but the more I thought about Sadie, the more I thought she was right. Levi’s home was also hers. I should have respected that. My problem was I had been used to doing what I wanted and only thought about myself.

      “Where do you want to be dropped off?” I asked as we hit the South Beach area of the city.

      “Anywhere here will be fine,” she retorted. I asked the driver to stop, and she shifted to the edge of her seat. When the car came to a halt the driver got out and I stayed where I was, worried someone would recognize me.

      “Nice meeting you, honey. I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it.

      “Wish I could say the same,” she retorted before the driver closed the door again, climbed in and drove away.

      “Where to?” he asked. My heart felt heavy but at least the atmosphere in the car felt calmer since Marlie had gotten out.

      I glanced at my phone and saw it was still only 5:00 p.m. “Take me to the band penthouse.”
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      I didn’t know which was worse. My spat with Deakon, him taking the girl upstairs or them leaving altogether.  Even though Levi didn’t comment, I could tell by the stale atmosphere between us, he felt Deakon had left on my account.

      Depression set in the moment I heard them leave and my mind raced as to where they had gone. But there was one thing I felt secretly pleased about, they didn’t get time to have sex.

      “Deakon left in a hurry. What got up his ass?” I was impressed by my casual tone as I fished for information.

      “You’d have a better handle as to why than I do,” Levi ground out.

      “So, he brings one of his whores into where I live, and I’m supposed to do what? Smile and keep my mouth shut? Let him fuck her and clean up after them?” I challenged as I furiously stacked the dishwasher and swiped angrily at the countertop with the cleaning cloth.

      Since the moment I’d heard them leave, my lungs had felt too large for my chest. My thoughts flitted back to the guilty look he’d given me. For a second it had given me hope that what we’d done had meant something other than a hook up. But didn’t I tell him that’s all it was myself?

      “No. Deakon’s unpredictable. He does what he wants. No one said it had anything to do with you,” Levi responded, shaking his head. He sighed and his gaze toward me softened. “You were right to call them out. This is your home as well. I know we’re all pretty laid back when it comes to sex, but I agreed with you. You don’t need to see that the second you step outside your door. Besides, Gabby will be home soon and Trinnie would have gone nuts if she’d seen him behave like that.”

      “Says the guy who’s changed his tune since he’s been loved up with one woman,” I remarked with a smile. “I remember the Levi Milligan who used to live here.”

      “Never fucked anyone on the patio … not since you’ve been here anyway,” he corrected like he had standards. He came around the counter and gave me a hug from behind. “Sorry he gets to you.”

      “Who says he does?” I said far too quickly.

      “Fuck, Sadie, I’d need to be blind not to notice … and I see how he looks at you too.” He sighed tiredly this time. “Just … don’t,” he warned.

      My heart almost exploded in my chest; it beat so fast with him busting me on my feelings. “Don’t what?”

      “Deak has a way … with women.” I noted how he hesitated as he carefully chose his words. His hands left my shoulders as he stepped alongside me and braced his hands on the counter.

      “What are you trying to say, Levi?”

      “He’s going to make a play for you,” he warned decisively.

      “You think?” I scoffed as I gave him a look that said I thought he was mad.

      “He knows I’d kick his ass if he did. I’ve got a feeling it’s why he hasn’t been down here lately, and my suspicion only got stronger when he brought that poor girl with him today.”

      “Nonsense,” I muttered, but my pulse shot through the roof at his theory.

      “You might think so, but I can tell when that guy doesn’t trust himself.”

      “Doesn’t trust himself?” I laughed. “You make it sound like that girl was his first line of defense. Deakon’s more of a manwhore than the rest of you? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “You treat him differently from the rest of the guys.”

      “I do?” I asked surprised, “I thought I was equally bitchy to all of them.”

      Levi laughed. “To the others it might seem so. But I see how you ride Deakon’s ass much harder than you do with the others … and how much softer your tone is when you think no one is listening.”

      “I’m not going to sleep with him,” I stated flatly.

      “Good. He’d break your heart … or you’d break his fingers … or his dick. Either way, I need you both.”

      Levi turned and pulled me in for another hug. I flinched this time because his move was sudden. When he didn’t let me go, I made myself relax until he loosened the embrace and stepped back.

      “Sorry, did I scare you?”

      “It’s okay, I just wasn’t expecting—”

      “No, it isn’t okay. I never want you to feel afraid of me … or of being here.”

      “I’m not,” I argued. “It’s just that sometimes I … react.” I knew Levi would never hurt me, take advantage of his position, nor manipulate me.

      He nodded. “I get it. I think you know Deakon gets you too, but be careful. You heard how he reacted to Tyler Knott. Deak can be a lot to handle at times. But believe me when I tell you, he’s a fiercely loyal guy.”

      “I know,” I agreed. Levi had told me how Deakon had his back with Tyler.

      “Alright then. If you do, you might want to cut him some slack now and then. But don’t let him into your panties. He’s a good guy, but with a bad history. He’s got every right to be as pissed at the world as you are. The only difference between you and him is that he often takes what he needs to stop his frustrations from getting the better of him.”

      Hearing Levi stick up for Deakon hit a chord. It made me want to apologize to him for my behavior. “Is he coming back?” I asked, willing him to answer yes.

      “Not that I know of. He texted me to arrange a car to take him and that girl up to Miami. I guess he found some people to party with.” Guilt mingled with misery that I’d pushed him away and I shocked myself when I realized, I’d rather see him here with some other girl, than him not be here at all.

      “Can we get take-out food tonight, since it’s just you and me?” I felt emotionally exhausted and restless.

      “That sounds perfect. It’s been a while since it’s only been the two of us.”
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      “The last thing I’d ever do is force you to talk about your life before here,” Levi said as we sat eating our take-out food. “But I hope one day you’ll feel ready to share with me what happened to you. I know I’ve offered before, but don’t you want some counseling?” Levi polished off a whole portion of chicken lo mein, before I answered.

      I felt more relaxed than usual because since Trinnie had been on the scene, I’d found a taste for wine.  As we’d already shared a bottle of sauvignon, I was less guarded about my past.

      “Not much to tell,” I said, not wanting to bring focus to it.

      “Liar,” Levi replied deadpan. “That night you said you hadn’t been on the streets long. Yet, you were more frightened than a six-week-old rabbit on a five-lane highway.”

      I grimaced when the terror he described instantly twisted like a tortuous knot in my gut. It must have shown on my face because Levi instantly covered my hand with his and gently rubbed his thumb over my knuckles to comfort me.

      “I got you, Sadie,” he said in a fiercely protective tone.

      “I know,” I agreed. “And I thank God every day that you came along when you did. I truly believe you’re my Earth angel.”

      He chuckled, a little embarrassed with the title I’d given him. “Been called many things, sweetheart, and an angel ain’t one of them.”

      In my view, Levi had earned his title. Until four days before we’d met, I’d been holed up in a motel until I ran out of money, and I hadn’t eaten for six or seven days. My mind is still a little fuzzy about that.

      “All I remember was you ate that sandwich like you were starving,” he said solemnly.

      “I was. I hadn’t eaten in almost a week I think.”

      “Fuck,” he muttered. A pregnant pause swelled in the air between us, and I felt obliged to tell him a little more.

      “My parents are still alive,” I stated quietly.

      “Jesus. What did they do to you?” His gaze grew intense.

      I shook my head and glanced around the room. “Nothing. They were … great parents,” I confessed, thinking back on them. My heart clenched when I considered what I’d put them through. “Everything that happened … what I … experienced, is on me.”

      “Have you not been in touch with them again?” I shook my head no and a pang of guilt coursed through my body. It left a nauseous feeling in my stomach. “Then they must be out of their minds with worry.”

      I shrugged. I knew they would have been, but it had been years now since I’d gone. “No doubt.” Guilt riddled my body, and I swallowed back a lump that had begun to form in my throat.

      “I’m trying to understand, sweetheart. If they weren’t the problem, why can’t you go home?” My eyes flared at the thought and Levi squeezed my hand. “No worries, that’s enough revelations for one day,” he chirped. “Take all the time you need. This is your home for life if you want it, although I’d prefer to see you in your own place with friends of your own all around you.”

      “I’m happy here … I feel safe,” I confessed.

      “You’ve used that phrase many times in the past to describe living here, and from what you’ve recently said, it sounds to me like you believe you weren’t safe before.”

      Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to reply to his comment because his cell phone began to ring. He fished it out of his pocket and answered.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” he crooned, and by the wide smile on his face I knew it was Trinnie on the other end of the line. “Just sitting here with my other gorgeous woman, having a romantic meal together,” he informed her. She said something and he chuckled as he glanced toward me. “Trinnie says hi.”

      “Hey, Trinnie. Get your ass back here and stop leaving me to entertain this dude all the time.”

      Levi laughed and they began chatting while I stood at the table, gathered up all the take-out boxes and dishes, and took them into the kitchen. As they spoke, I disposed of the left-over contents and stacked the dishes we used in the dishwasher. As I turned it on, Levi stood, opened the patio door, and continued with a quieter, more intimate conversation. I briefly wondered if he was talking about me.

      For a moment I stood watching him as he grinned from ear to ear, and when he threw his head back with laughter, I sighed as my body twitched in envy. I wrapped a hand loosely around my throat as I sat watching Levi talk to the love of his life. Then, I took a minute and willed myself to believe there may come a day when I’d be as happy as Levi and Trinnie appeared to be.
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      Powerful water jets hit the skin on my tired body like fine needles. I stood with my eyes closed under the steaming hot shower and drew comfort from the luxury of my daily cleansing ritual. No matter how high or drunk I had been the night before, my morning showering routine was always the same from the moment I opened my eyes.

      It was a simple luxurious indulgence I didn’t take for granted after growing up in a trailer. The shower that barely dribbled out lukewarm water in the tiny square cubicle we’d had at home, made washing more like a chore than a pleasure.

      Turning off the faucet, I stepped out, still chanting in my head never again about my excess partying as I wrapped a huge, fluffy, hotel bath sheet around me. Glancing in the mirror, I decided I looked a more human version of myself than before I’d stepped in the shower.

      Back in the hotel room, my eye caught Greg’s bare ass sticking up in the air as he slept on his chest with his knees tucked up beneath him, one arm dangling down on the floor.  It looked as if he had attempted to climb onto the mattress and just made it. A naked girl lay flat on her front on the floor on his side of bed, one leg bent up at the knee and her foot rested on the mattress near his body.

      I stared down at the girl as I tried to recall the later part of the night before, but my memory came up blank. It was something that had changed about me in recent months—memory loss after drinking. The last time I couldn’t remember what happened was only three nights ago, when I’d woken up in a strange house alone. To this day, I had no clue how I’d gotten there or who I’d been with.

      Scanning the room, my gaze landed on my jeans, T-shirt and jacket strewn in various places. I gathered them up and pulled on my clothes. The bottom of my jeans were wet and sandy, and when trying to find my shoes it became another matter altogether. After searching for several minutes, I concluded I must have been on the beach and left them there.

      Taking my cell from a nightstand, I called Bernadette, our PA at the record label, and told her I needed a ride to the band penthouse. Greg and the girl were still dead to the world, so I left them there and headed barefoot, back to the sanctuary of our band digs in South Beach, Miami.

      “Rough night?” Korry asked, eyeing me suspiciously as I dragged my weary ass into the apartment.

      Mikey, one of our bodyguards, stood up, adjusted his pants at the waist and began to wander toward the kitchen. “Coffee, Deak?”

      I nodded. “Two cups … and some pain killers. My head’s pounding,” I replied.

      “Where did you go? One minute I was dancing with my back to you and Greg, and then you’d disappeared. Hey, where’s your shoes?” Korry asked.

      “Don’t ask.” I stared down and wiggled my toes. “No fucking clue where we went or where Greg and I ended up last night. Bernadette tracked my phone and sent a car to meet me after I pinged her from that ‘Where Am I At’ app she added onto my cell phone.”

      I’d woken up with used condoms all around me, but I couldn’t recall having sex. On the way back to the penthouse, I texted my physician and booked myself a test, just to be safe.

      After years of pushing my boundaries, I was sometimes weary of life as a guy in a famous band. But I’d had choices, and the blame for my manwhore reputation lay squarely with me. When the money first began to roll in, I had more offers from girls than I knew what to do with. Back then, it had been easy to go off the rails. The problem with me was that there were times when I had gone so far, I’d been riding a separate track.

      Korry shook his head and from the way he pinched his mouth I could tell that he was concerned. “Are you going back down to Levi’s today?”

      “Yeah. But I’m gonna need someone to drive me.” I coughed and rubbed my chest when it felt as if I’d pulled a muscle. “There’s no way I can get behind a steering wheel in this state. I promised to go spend some time with him there … maybe try to score some new music. I went down yesterday but I fucked up when I took a girl with me. Sadie bitched about her being there and I left again in a hurry.”

      “Why was that?”

      “Jesus, man. Who knows with Sadie? Anyway, I managed to piss her off … again, and ended up back in Miami.” I winced as I sat down and held my head in my hands.

      Korry scoffed and began rolling a joint. “It doesn’t take much to piss Sadie off. It’s her semi-permanent state.”

      “I’ll take you down there,” Mikey interrupted as he handed me two Tylenol and a huge mug of strong, black coffee.

      “Sounds good, but maybe I’ll grab another hour’s sleep until these pills take effect, before we set out on the road.”

      “Christ on a bike. Anyone would think you were planning an expedition. It’s less than a two-hour car ride,” Mikey argued.

      “Yeah, but two hours in a car when you’re severely hungover is like ten hours at sea in a boat,” I managed.

      Korry chuckled. “You’re getting old, buddy. How many times have I told you to slow down with the booze?”

      I had always been somewhat of a risk taker, but that innate trait had been enhanced by my upbringing. When my father died, my life as I’d always known it until then, ended.

      I fell quiet because thinking about my dad always pushed me near to depression. He’d passed away after a short struggle with cancer, three days before mine and my twin sister, Avery’s fourteenth birthday. My brother, Yanni, was eleven, and my younger sister Evangelina, a late mistake by my parents, was less than one year old.

      Within months, the growing family he’d left behind were evicted from our small, but neat, home in the suburbs and rehoused in a trailer park, thanks to a guy my mom had met in a local store she’d worked in.

      My mom soon found out that her pay didn’t stretch as far as five mouths and the rent, so she resorted to keeping a roof over our heads in return for sexual favors. Gradually the landlord got her hooked on drugs, and before long he had her turning tricks to support their cocaine habit.

      Rumors spread fast when you lived in a close-knit community like there was in a trailer park. Within a month of my mom’s change in career, my sister Avery, brother Yanni, and I were shamed and bullied by most of the other kids in the park. It wasn’t long before I learned to grow a thick skin, to the point where I felt no one’s life was any better than mine.

      I used to think my mom had no choice when she met Oscar Arnott, our landlord. Being a newly widowed, grieving mom of four kids, I figured she did what she had to do. For us kids, the problem was more who she was doing, than what she did. But I thought we’d all get by until I was old enough to take care of us … until the day Oscar Arnott became our stepfather.

      Watching my mom’s personality change from the sweet, soft talking woman I’d had for guidance to a cold, hard and uncaring person toward us felt devastating. Then she began treating us all as if we were liabilities. After that, I then hated everything about that sneaky bastard Oscar.

      One night, his son Robbie gave my mother a heavy backhanded slap and I stepped in front of her to stop him from doing it again. Robbie then gave me a swift punch to my gut, and from the snarl on his face I thought he was going to kill me. So, I did what I’d thought I had to and beat the shit out of him.

      Next thing I knew, the trailer park was swarming with cops and I was charged with aggravated battery. Worst part of it all was that my mom backed him up. Fortunately, Robbie had a long history with the local sheriff, so with the sheriff’s intervention I’d managed to get my arrest reduced to a warning.

      “You alright?” Korry asked, drawing me out of my reverie.

      “Yeah, just thinking,” I muttered as I shrugged my negative thoughts about home off. “It’s not the booze, it’s the company I keep. Partying with Greg is like going to town with an underage football team. That guy must have a liver like a pickled sponge.”

      “Maybe you need to stop ditching me,” Korry advised. I threw the two pills into my mouth and swallowed them down with the coffee.

      “I called you last week. Where were you then? You didn’t answer your cell phone.”

      “Out … with a girl,” he replied somewhat evasively.

      “Anyone we know?” I asked.

      “Nah, just a girl from a bar. Mimi or Millie her name was. She and her girlfriend were down here on holiday from Michigan.”

      “Sweet. Oh, you’ll never in a million years guess who I was with, the night before last,” I challenged.

      “Jude?” He guessed.

      “No.” I scoffed. “I can’t take the angst around that dude right now. Anyone would think he was the one who was birthing the baby.”

      “Maybe he thinks he is,” Korry replied. Mikey and I chuckled.

      “No, I had dinner with Donnie and Bernadette. Donnie wants us to fit in another short tour before the end of the year. Bernadette happened to include me in a three-way call and Donnie ended up inviting me to dinner with them.”

      “Yeah, I had that call too. Looks like we’ll be on. Mostly it’ll depend on how Jude feels about leaving Esther.”

      I loved touring, and I used to enjoy when the last date was done as well. But lately lazing around by the pool or hanging out with Korry and Greg didn’t excite me the way it used to when Levi and Jude were single. But now that Jude and Levi are off doing their own thing with their families, I felt those nights out had grown stale.

      Until now, I hadn’t been interested in being tied to someone. I’d tried that a couple of times when I was younger and in my experience, they’d needed constant reassurance and pampering. Personally, I didn’t have the time for that shit. I had no idea how Jude and Levi juggled their lives with their women and children. It looked so goddamn exhausting.

      “What are you doing next week?” Mikey asked, changing the subject.

      “Heading to Lake Tahoe … remember? taking Lina with us.”

      “Nice. Is Evangelina … Lina graduating already?” Korry asked about my kid sister.

      “Yeah, time flies. Got to get her out of Florida before Robbie gets his claws into her. We’ve been lucky our Aunt Wendy took Lina to live with her.

      My aunt lives in a rural spot, and it keeps Lina a fair distance away from the rest of the family. If my sister had been at home, I’d have given up the band and taken care of her.”

      “That’s a smart move … getting her out of the state. Robbie’s one shady motherfucker,” Mikey muttered, having met him only once when he came looking for money.

      “Oh, he’s that alright. He even had my mom emotionally blackmailing Lina, to get my sister to go back home. Mom’s tried everything to stop her from going to college. Her and Oscar wanted her to get a local job and to pay them rent. I’d die before I let them get their hooks into her. I’ve warned Lina of the kind of things they’d say, so she was well prepared with answers when it happened. They’ve underestimated Lina because she’s way too shrewd for those two.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Korry mumbled

      “My sister had stated her case for college by showing them the kind of money she’d make if she had a degree. She told them that once she was a professional, she’d be able to buy them all a proper house in a nice place and have them taken care of.

      “Of course, after this our mom was all for it. That was until she knew I was involved in setting Lina up with a place and paying for her education. Now she knows I’m covering Lina’s expenses, she’s not so sure. We had a huge bust up because I’m willing to fund Lina’s schooling, yet I won’t spare a penny to feed her and Oscar’s habit. The last time I saw her, she called me ‘an ungrateful little prick’ and told me I had no idea what she’d sacrificed. She forgets that it was my sister Avery who paid the ultimate sacrifice.”

      “Must be hard losing a sibling … but losing a twin …” Korry shuddered sadly and shook his head but maintained eye contact with me. His gaze was full of sympathy and respect.

      “Yeah, it was a long time ago. Three weeks after her sweet sixteen … she overdosed.”

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, dude.  I’d heard about her but didn’t know how she’d died.I can see why you’re desperate to get Evangelina out of the way.”

      I nodded. “They all think she’s going to UCLA to study business and finance, but Gibson’s wife Chloe pulled a few strings and helped me to get her transferred off the business course and enrolled in the psychology one she wanted in Colorado. Lina wants nothing to do with business. She’s got her heart set on studying clinical psychology.”

      “Your mom doesn’t know she’s swapped courses?”

      “Nope. Chloe has some arrangement to hide her identity while she’s at college as well.”

      Korry fell quiet for a minute, and I figured he didn’t know what to say, until eventually he shook his head. “I don’t blame you for being done with them. Family should stick together. Your mom should love you for who you are, not what you can give her.” It was a statement made from someone who had a huge close family who would do anything for one another.

      “I thought Avery dying would have shocked my mom to her senses, but it was like she didn’t care.”

      “Fuck, dude. I’m sorry,” Korry said again, and I could tell he was at a loss for words.

      I nodded my acceptance. “After my sister’s death, I spent more time providing for my brother and Lina than ever. But it was just more of the same; us kids dressing in neighbors’ kids’ hand-me-downs, and no regular source of food in our bellies.”

      “It’s tragic, and you owe your mom nothing. She made her choices,” he stated. “It was lucky you had the talent you have, or God knows what would have happened to you all.”

      Korry fell quiet for a moment, and I thought our conversation was done until he patted his knee nervously, like he had something else to say.

      “Deak, sometimes I worry about you. You have a reckless streak that makes you take chances most of us wouldn’t. There have been times when I’ve had to interject when I’ve felt you were about to make bad decisions. Not often, I’ll grant you, but a few I could mention,” he informed me.

      “I can look after myself,” I insisted. “But I’ll be happier when Lina’s away from Florida. She’s an intelligent girl and I know, given the opportunity, she’ll do great in Colorado.”

      “Chloe’s helping her, you said?” Korry asked.

      “Yeah, she’s giving her a weekend training role at the retreat.”

      “Where exactly is Gibson’s ranch?”

      “Colorado,” I stated.

      “Well, duh. I know that, but what part?”

      “No clue exactly where it is. When I go there, I get picked up by helicopter and dropped off in front of his house. Visitors are few and far between, given the nature of the work Chloe does up there at the refuge. I’ve never actually set eyes on the therapeutic community. They’re serious about protecting the people who go there. It makes it perfect for Lina, because if Robbie ever does find out where she’s at college, she can always call Gibson or Chloe and they’ll be on hand to help her.”

      “You think he’ll try to find her?” Korry asked.

      “For sure. But the administrators at the college have been warned not to share any information. He’s already tried to manipulate her into asking me for money and she hasn’t even left high school yet.”

      The door buzzed and Mikey answered the intercom. “Yeah, send her up,” he said before he replaced the handset. “Right, that’s the house cleaner on the way. So, unless you want that headache of yours irritated by her vacuuming or using a polishing machine on the floors, I think we should head for The Keys.”

      “I’ll see you at the cabin this weekend. I can’t wait to chill out with you guys up there,” I said to Korry.

      “Yeah, I’m looking forward to the privacy,” he replied as we both stood up. “It’s been a while since we’ve all spent time together kicking back and relaxing. I can’t wait to see the place.”

      “It’s fitting y’all are going to be there because it’s going to be an emotional time. My thirty third birthday marks me being alone, longer than I was a twin.”

      Stepping forward, Korry pulled me in for a hug. It was a solid hug of desperation that told me I was loved. “Take care of yourself, Deak, and don’t worry, we’ll be there.”
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      My heart hammered in my chest as I answered the gate buzzer and learned Deakon had come back. Everything from dread to excitement spread unsettling sparks of anticipation within me.

      I’d been in the middle of putting cookies in the oven when he arrived, and as I heard a car come to a halt outside, I tried to gather my scattered thoughts together as I quickly swiped crumbs off the countertop. The front door opened as I topped off the coffee pot, and I suddenly realized my thoughts about Deakon coming back had consumed me so much that it hadn’t occurred to me to let Levi know Deakon was here.

      “Something smells good,” Deakon remarked as if we hadn’t had a huge blow out before he’d left the day before. He slid his ass onto a stool on the other side of the counter and toyed with some black grapes that were in a bowl.

      “You could at least have washed your hands before you pawed at the food,” I snapped before I heard more footsteps in the hall and Mikey’s voice talking to Levi.

      Deakon eyed me quietly and tilted his head to the side as if he were considering something. Feeling self-conscious, I became aware of a burning sensation in my cheeks. “You must be the only girl I’ve ever met who looks radiant when she’s pissed.”

      I deliberately sighed to hide the flutter of butterflies that swarmed inside my belly and reminded myself how easily seduction fell from his tongue. “Can’t say the same for you—pissed or not. You look beat. Did you get run over by a truck in Miami last night?” I retorted after I gave him a sideward glance and continued to keep myself busy.

      He chuckled. “Sure feels like it, I don’t remember,” he rasped in a dehydrated tone. “I can’t remember much about it. I lost my favorite pair of shoes though … that I do know for sure.”

      “Ah, then it was obviously fun, partying the night away,” I said, barely stemming how annoyed that fact made me. “Where’s Marlie? Outgrown her usefulness?” I snarked. I cringed at my barbed remark because it made me sound like I cared.

      “Marlie outgrew her usefulness by the time we’d reached Miami,” he replied.

      “If you were female, I’d say you behave like a bitch in heat,” I admonished both disgusted he’d discarded the girl like that, and silently rejoiced he hadn’t kept her around. It hurt my heart to wonder what had happened between leaving here and arriving in Miami though. I silently cursed myself for being so disgustingly fascinated by another bad boy.

      What the hell is wrong with me? Deakon was the last person I would have consciously been attracted to. Unfortunately, it appeared my heart called the shots when it came to the ovary tweaking rock star that sat in front of me.

      “Guess so.” Unfazed at my insult he bit back a grin, much to my frustration.

      A dimple flashed in his cheek and my gaze was immediately drawn to it. I sighed wistfully and covered it up by another snipe. “Do you have a conscience at all?” I asked as the buzzer on the oven signaled the cookies were done. I turned, pulled them out of the oven and placed the hot tray on the granite counter.

      Deakon reached over to steal a cookie as I was grabbing a cooling tray. I dropped it and slapped the back of his hand. With precision timing he grabbed my wrist and held it tight in his fist. “Sometimes … but only with those who matter to me.”

      “What?” I questioned breathily as his strong, warm hand possessively drew my eyes to his grip.

      A smile of recognition spread over his face, and he raised a brow. “I’m sorry, did I make you forget yourself for a moment? I tend to have that effect on girls. You asked, do I have a conscience, remember?” he prompted.

      “Asshole,” I muttered. I tried to pull my hand away, but he tightened his grip. I should have felt panicked, but my stupid core pulsed and I squeezed my thighs together instead.

      “You asked if I had a conscience. Do you?” he probed with a gaze so intense it almost turned my bones to liquid.

      “Sometimes,” I said, shifting my gaze over his shoulder. Inside, my heart pounded so hard from the weight of his words, the sound of the beats drowning everything else out in the house.

      Switching his hold, Deakon held my hand in both of his. “Hm,” he hummed longer than was necessary before he dipped his head and pressed a kiss to my palm, then just as quickly let go of his hold. A zap of electricity shot through my body in response to his small, intimate gesture. My breath hitched when an aftershock from the tiny electrical pulse rippled through my body.

      “Back off,” I barked, shocked that his simple move had turned me on like the flick of a switch. I wiped my hand down my shorts and looked down as if I was disgusted by his touch.

      Deakon laughed, spread his arms along the counter and rested his chin there to look up. My eyes found his and he held me captive in his stare. “Aw, come on, Sadie. At least admit you might have a little thing for me.”

      “Yeah, that thing is called an antibiotic,” I replied in a sarcastic response. I prayed he was teasing me, and he hadn’t tuned in to the chemistry that buzzed between us right then.

      He glanced in the direction of the hallway, likely to ensure Levi was out of earshot before he turned his attention back toward me. He lowered his voice and whispered, “Why don’t you let me take you out on the town again? Just you and me.” I shook my head no and he held one finger up, his eyes narrowing in question again. “One more chance, Sadie. That’s all I’m asking. Let me show how fun your life could be.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I hissed, not quietly like he had. “Your idea of fun and mine are miles apart.” His eyes roamed my face, and the searching look I saw there made me feel how serious he was. As a smile reached his eyes my heart fluttered again and leapt in my chest at the prospect of another sin-filled night with him. The traitor.

      “Is it? How will you know if you don’t give me a chance? We can talk about this all day. I have plenty of stamina. Playing in a band helps with that,” he informed me, wagging his brows suggestively.

      “Stamina?” Levi interjected when he came downstairs. “Good to see you back, buddy. What did I miss?”

      “Deakon here is asking me out,” I muttered, putting the cat among the pigeons.

      “What have I told you. Leave my girl alone,” Levi mumbled as he came alongside me and wrapped an arm around my shoulder.

      “Yours? Only because you pay her,” Deakon muttered.

      My chest instantly tightened, and I called a halt to any light-hearted conversation he’d tried to have that instant. “Right. I’m not standing here listening to this shit all day. Some of us have better things to do.” Grabbing my laptop I’d left on the island in the kitchen, I headed toward the patio door.

      “What the fuck did I say?” Deakon muttered. I saw him stand up and turn as if he was considering coming after me, but Levi caught his arm.

      “Nothing and everything. Who knows what Sadie’s triggers are.”

      “The girl’s a law unto herself.” I heard Deakon grumble as I stepped outside and glanced back at them both through the glass. They both watched after me and it took everything in me not to slam the patio door after Deakon’s innocent jokey comment. The problem for me was he had no idea how close to the mark his comment was.
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      Later that afternoon, I tried to make amends with Sadie by initiating some small talk. The topic slid into life on the road with the band, but our conversation came to a screeching halt when she suddenly glared at me and shoved me into the pool.

      I resurfaced, coughing and spluttering, and I felt like I’d swallowed a gallon of water on the way down. The salty pool water made me gag and wretch as I rubbed at my stinging eyes with both hands.

      Once I felt sure I was not going to die, I glared toward Sadie who had a huge, smug grin on her face. For a second I nearly forgot to be mad when I noticed the way her amazing, bikini clad tits were held up by her folded arms. But the cackling noise of her laughter reminded me what she had done.

      “So, that’s what you mean when you say, the unexpected moments in life are usually the best?” Sadie cawed sarcastically, quoting something I’d said a few moments before. Her face glowed with arrogant delight at her nonverbal response to me talking about how some women treated me.

      Seeing her gloating pissed me off, so I grabbed her foot and yanked her into the water before I’d considered the consequences of doing that. The moment I heard the splash, and she went under, I instantly regretted my move.

      As she entered the water, she lashed out from fright and left a three-line bleeding gouge in my forearm with her nails.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as the stinging sensation reached my brain. I let her go, then thought better of that move, and grabbed her again by her waist. Tipping her head backward, she accidently headbutted my nose and I instantly released her wincing in pain.

      “Back the fuck off, Deakon,” she warned angrily as she swept the wet hair plastered to her face back with one hand and looked petrified as she held me at arm’s length with the other.

      “What did you expect?” I asked, tentatively touching my nose. “I could have drowned,” I replied, glancing away from her to inspect the deep gashes she’d left on my arm.

      She swiped a wall of water at my face and my eyes closed. “Oh yeah, and I couldn’t? You did the same to me, so don’t be so dramatic.”

      “Fuck. Stop it,” I ground out in frustration. By the time I’d cleared my eyes and glanced back up at her, she’d already swam to shallower water. My chest tightened as I watched her wade her way toward the steps and it took me eight long strokes to catch up to her.

      Tension rolled off her and her jerky movements showed me how rattled she was as she climbed back out of the pool. “May I remind you, you started this,” I snapped as I followed her up onto the patio.

      “I wouldn’t have cared if you’d drowned after your comment about women,” she responded.

      Her vicious, irrational behavior shook me. “Is that right? Then you have no idea what I’ve put up with. How do you know that those women don’t hit on me with one thing on their minds?” I asked, picking up the comment that had gotten me tossed in the pool.

      “I don’t hear you complaining about giving it to them,” she retorted, sounding like a jealous wife.

      I shrugged because she was right. Most of the time I had gone with the flow. “I stand by what I said. Don’t tell me what my experience of those groupies is until you’ve walked in my shoes. When I’m on tour, there’s not one day that goes by without someone pawing my junk, copping a feel of my ass, rubbing up against me like they’re in heat, or flashing their tits in my direction. I’m human. What’s a single guy with a healthy sex drive supposed to do?”

      “It wasn’t so much what you said, more the way you implied it was all women.”

      “What I said is fact. Since I found fame, there are very few women I come across that want nothing from me.”

      “I don’t,” she yelled, instantly making it personal to her. Her gaze looked hurt, but it beat me because I would never have lumped her in with those other girls.

      “Thank God,” I hissed in frustration. “But I never said you did. Why are you making this personal to you?” I challenged.

      “You said all women,” she countered again.

      “Don’t shorten that sentence. You need to sharpen your listening skills, Sadie. I get misquoted enough by the press. What I said was all the women I come across on tour. Have you ever been on tour with us? No. So you have no idea what I’m talking about,” I snapped, and glanced down at my stinging right arm. I held it out toward her. “Look what you did. You marked me. Are you proud of yourself?”

      A guilty look crossed her normally stoic face. “I panicked,” she muttered, suddenly uncharacteristically meek.

      “Yeah? And what if I’d done this to you because I’d panicked? What would people think of me then?” I countered, lifting my arm, drawing her attention to the wound again. “It would be a different story altogether if I’d marked you like this, no matter the reason,” I pointed out. “It slays me that you think so little of me, because I have enough people judging me without those in my inner circle doing it.”

      “You dragged me into the water,” she insisted. “Who knows what you’re capable of? Look what happened to Tyler Knott when he got on the wrong side of you.”

      Her acidic comment took my breath away and my lungs almost burst out of my tight chest with temper.

      Mentioning what went down with Tyler at Gibson and Chloe’s charity event was a low blow. “Fuck you, Sadie. That happened because I was defending your boss.” For a second I thought I read guilt in her eyes, but I knew she’d never retract her remark— not when she looked so fired up. “Get away from me. I don’t want to be around you anymore today. Levi might give you a long leash when it comes to your temperament, but I’m not him. It’s high time someone put you in your place, lady. Your behavior is ugly and unacceptable. You need to start moderating your tone if we’re going to stay friends.”

      “You think we’re friends?” she scoffed as she stood her ground with a raised brow.

      “I thought we were—until now. But my friends don’t punish me for expressing my honest opinion. Whether they agree with them or not. I like you, Sadie, but I won’t tolerate someone who attacks me for stating my point of view—not even you.”

      I felt as if I were suffocating and came within seconds from losing my cool, so I strode over to the lounger, grabbed my towel and marched inside the house.

      “I don’t need you to like me,” she called after me.

      “Fuck you,” I mumbled. I’d never been a person to back down from an argument, but sometimes I felt Sadie got off on them.  The girl frustrated the fuck out of me. I was done trying to get her to see reason and it made me feel slightly better for putting her in her place.

      By the time I’d reached the ensuite bathroom in my guest bedroom upstairs, I’d felt drained. My heart had barely calmed down from the surge of adrenaline I’d released from my run-in with Sadie. As I examined the two-inch gouges on my right arm, I took a deep breath to encourage the tension I felt leave me. “Fucking girl,” I muttered to myself as a soft knock sounded on my bedroom door.

      “In here,” I mumbled as I ran cool water on a terry cloth and held it against my arm. I’d expected to see Levi, and steeled myself ready for an argument about Sadie, but I was surprised when I saw it was her.

      “I’m sorry I scratched you,” she mumbled quietly.

      “But not for pushing me into the pool?” I countered, still pissed at her. I moved and stepped past her and made for the stairs again when I remembered I’d left my cell phone on the patio table. I needed some space for her and felt annoyed when I heard her follow me.

      “I’m sorry, but it felt like a personal attack on all women—on me,” she argued from behind me. The sound of her flip-flops slapping against her feet echoed loudly as she descended the stairs.

      I turned to challenge her. “On you? Get over yourself. Not everything is about you, Sadie. I get that something bad may have happened to you. Perhaps you’d like to share what that was because I find it hard to believe you were born this angry. You were acting entitled out there when you have no fucking idea what the rest of us have had to put up with over the years. You’re not the only person in the world with baggage, baby,” I said in a pleading tone for her to understand. “Maybe you should consider that before you throw your weight around being snarky and rude all the time. I’m tired of people making excuses for you … people who are good to you.”

      She rolled her eyes to her hairline in a petulant gesture. “Here we go again,” she muttered.

      I tried to ignore her and headed for the patio, picked up my cell phone and opened the outside kitchen fridge. I grabbed a bottle of water and turned to challenge her again. “You see that word you used there … again?” I pointed out, aiming the bottle of water toward her. “Have you ever stopped to wonder why I come back at you? Most of the time your offensive remarks aren’t called for. It’s a shame really, because apart from a small matter of needing a pleasant personality transplant, you’re an extremely attractive girl.”

      “Typical male comment,” she remarked as I unscrewed the cap off the bottle and took a long, cool drink. “Looks are everything to you guys, right?” she snapped back.

      I wiped my mouth after spilling some liquid as I pulled it abruptly from my mouth. “Wrong. A person’s personality and manners are key to how people treat them. I enjoy the company of any girl with a great personality over a beautiful airhead,” I informed her. “I can see why you’ve stayed here so long. No one else would put up with those vicious mood swings of yours.”

      “Ha.” The stunned look on her face because I was calling her out was priceless.

      “Tell me something,” I said. “Why are you wasting your life living here and working for Levi? For a girl who’s so opinionated, you don’t seem to want to do anything else besides hang around here insulting people. Don’t you have dreams and ambitions like other girls your age?”

      Sadie’s huge chocolate eyes caught mine in one of her death glares. “My life may not seem like much to you, but I love living here. Despite his many annoying faults, Levi’s a great boss,” she responded sounding indignant as she made to flee the room. “Don’t tell me how I should live my life,” she challenged. “What I choose to do is my own damn business.” Opening the patio door, she stepped back into the house and slammed it closed behind her.

      Her snippy response was one I should have expected, but I still winced as she turned and walked away. As I watched her through the patio window, I could see how flustered I’d made her by how blindly she searched through all the cabinets in the kitchen without purpose. My heart clenched because it made me feel guilty for losing my cool with her.

      Dropping my head, I stared at my feet, and I reminded myself she was still young. I guessed she was only twenty-two or three and had been very vulnerable when Levi took her in. Guilt ripped through me when I considered how I’d torn into her. Feeling sorry, I went in after her to straighten things out. “Jesus, Sadie. That tongue of yours is sharper than a Samurai sword. Can we start again? I was only asking a question.”

      Slamming a metal expresso pot on the granite countertop she glared angrily toward me. “No Deakon. A question would be like, ‘where did you get those shoes … or is it dinner time yet?’,” she bit back. Unsure of what to do next she wandered toward the edge of the kitchen island but stopped when she realized there would be no barrier between us if she took another step. She leaned awkwardly back against their humongous fridge and crossed her feet at the ankles. Her stilted body language contrasted with her attempt to look naturally casual.

      As we stood in silence, I glanced down at her petite, tan feet and a smile played on my lips. She had sexy, cute toes. Despite the furious vibe that rolled off her, my eyes trailed up her beautiful shapely legs and I pondered that Levi was a saint for keeping their relationship platonic. Sadie was a gorgeous live-wire and this was part of the reason I couldn’t shake off the explosive connection we’d shared when we’d had sex. I’d never chased a girl, yet I couldn’t shake Sadie from my mind, and despite the complicated relationship I had with her, I didn’t want to leave her alone.

      Placing my elbows on the counter I leaned over and pinned her with an intense stare. “Considering you’re not wearing any shoes and we’ve had dinner already, those questions would make me look stupid, dontcha think?”

      My eyes darted from her curvy hips to her pretty face, and I saw her smirk. For a second, I thought she was softening until she spoke. “Make you look stupid? My bad, I thought you already were.”

      “Shame, because I was thinking what a beautiful girl you were there until you cut me down again.” I sounded disappointed, then the dull ache in my stomach confirmed that I was disappointed. Yet, beneath all the flash points between us, the sexual chemistry between us felt almost palpable.

      “Don’t do that,” she chided angrily.

      “Do what? Give you a compliment?” I asked. I was being complimentary, but the dark look in her eyes had instantly warned me that wasn’t how she’d taken it.

      “If that’s what it was, it was a backhanded one. Then again, nothing’s a compliment when it comes from a manwhore like you,” she muttered in a scathing remark. For the first time in all the time I had known her, she sounded wounded. I watched how uncomfortable she appeared, and I felt defeated.

      I got off my stool and rounded the counter. Stepping forward I caged her against the fridge and heard her breath hitch as she straightened up with her back against the appliance.

      “Quit fucking insulting me,” I said. Although it was the kind of response everyone was used to from Sadie, her jibes toward me had become more personal from those she’d made in the past. If I wasn’t mistaken, I’d have said she was purposely trying to put me off her. I let my eyes search her face as she stood defiantly staring back. “Jesus, girl. Don’t you know the difference between sarcasm and a genuine compliment? Can’t you recognize when someone is flirting with you?” When she looked uncertain, I realized my outburst might have frightened her. I sighed and felt my eyes soften toward her. “You really are a beautiful girl. Why can’t a man pay you a compliment without it escalating into a fight?”

      “Not men like you. Some men will say anything they can to get into a woman’s pants,” she stated. “But let me save you some trouble, Deakon …” She eyed me up and down, all humor gone from her gorgeous face. “… I might have fallen for your charm once, but due to the amount of wine I’d consumed my judgment was impaired. However, I can assure you it won’t be happening again.”

      “That remark would imply you think I’m making a move. Give me some credit, would you? I gave you a choice to leave that night and you chose to stay. If I had gone all out and seduced you, you wouldn’t have stood a chance. What happened between us was mutual,” I insisted before my temper got the better of me. “And the fact that I’m here taking the time to explain this to you should tell you I think you’re different,” I added. I wondered why I’d felt the need to reason with her.

      Why should I apologize for telling her I thought she was attractive? “As for your ‘men like me’ remark, now who is generalizing about stereotypes? It’s hypocritical, Sadie. But you can relax. You’ve made your position clear and to be honest, I prefer women who are less stiff and don’t have a venomous tongue,” I retorted.

      Making spiteful comments wasn’t usually my reaction to someone offending me, but the girl made me white-hot with rage. “Don’t get me wrong. I love a sassy girl. But the constant poison you spew from that pretty mouth of yours isn’t warranted—it’s a turn off.” I pushed off the fridge and went back to my seat by the counter.

      “I’m poison?” she scoffed, twisting my words as her lip curled angrily. “I prefer men that aren’t walking advertisements for sexually transmitted decease clinics.”

      “Is that right? Do you know how many times I’ve bitten my tongue when I’ve heard all the snippy comments you’ve made about us guys in the band? The same band that helps pay your wages I might add. Hundreds,” I informed her. “But you know what? I think you’re averse to people enjoying themselves because you can’t or won’t let yourself go. You don’t know what pleasures could be waiting for you. Life could be amazing if you’d only relax and take that stick out of your ass.”

      “Is that right?” She walked toward me, folding her arms defensively and they brushed against my chest. She glanced down at where we connected and flicked her eyes back up, then stepped back to the fridge.

      “It is, and for your information, no matter how stoned, drunk or riled up I’ve been, I never forget condoms. You know why? Accidents happen,” I ground out. “I’ve never had an STD and I’m clean. I get tested every month.”

      “Only every month? You’re the guy that had so many notches on his old bedpost he had to run out and buy a new bed.”

      A knot of regret formed in my belly that Sadie had heard the story about the time I’d taken two girls home and we’d gotten a little over energetic. I’d never made mention of it at Levi’s place, so that story she must have heard about from one of my bandmates. “Oh, so you’re not interested in civil conversations with me, just eavesdropping on conversations your boss has?”

      “Deakon, I’m sure it wasn’t a secret, I bet someone heard you boast about that incident all the way up in Tallahassee,” she drawled loudly.

      I shook my head, annoyed. “What the hell is wrong with you, girl? I thought we were growing a bit closer when you agreed to come clubbing at Thanksgiving.”

      Sadie chuckled and nodded like she agreed. “Like I said, I’d obviously had too much wine.” I threw my arms up, exasperated by her. She looked away, appearing uncomfortable by me bringing up Thanksgiving again and shoved herself off the fridge door. Trying to look cool, she wandered past me and sauntered toward the patio door again.

      “What the fuck is going on between you two down here?” Levi said as he rounded the hallway door into his open plan kitchen and living room. “You both sound so pissed off I figured I’d better come down and referee.”

      “What the fuck isn’t going on? Your housekeeper is one crazy bitch,” I remarked.

      “Don’t give me a reason to toss your ass out the door, Deak,” Levi warned as he flashed a concerned glance in the direction Sadie had gone before refocusing on me.

      “You’ll do what?” I scoffed in disbelief.

      “You heard me. What did you say to her?” he challenged with a furrowed brow. “And why are you both soaking wet?”

      “Good question,” I replied. “I thought we were holding a normal conversation, then I blinked, and she shoved me into your pool.”

      “Bullshit,” Levi shot back, not believing my side of the incident. “You have a talent for pissing people off, Deakon. Whether it’s that AC/DC album you play on repeat when you’re fucking some chick, or by insulting people. If I find out you’ve been harassing Sadie—”

      Jerking upright, I squared my shoulders. “Whoa. Harassing her? Jesus, did I fucking hear you right? We were having a chat. Period. There was no insult or any ambiguity about what I said. Nothing that should have given rise to her walking out on me like that.”

      “You must have said something to upset her. She doesn’t explode like that for no reason,” Levi stated.

      I laughed. “Buddy, you’re joking, right? She’s got a trip wire personality. One false word and she’s explosive. I’ve seen it every time I’ve been here. She can’t have been born that angry.”

      “Quit that now. I’m not willing to get into an argument about her. None of us have any idea what she’s been through,” Levi reasoned.

      “Then maybe it’s time we knew. I can’t believe you’re seriously lecturing me about this. I’ve given that girl so much slack with the stuff she’s said. What about me? Have you forgotten the fucked-up shit I’ve dealt with in my life? If anyone has a right to be angry, it’s me—or you for that matter. Everyone just needs to chill the fuck out and stop being so sensitive …including her.”

      “She’s vulnerable and you’re standing in her home. No matter what you mean to me, I won’t allow you to make her feel uneasy or threatened.”

      “I never threatened her. I’d never threaten her … or any woman.”

      “That’s your perception. But it’s apparent that could be how she feels,” he insisted.

      Levi’s words were like a punch to my gut. I felt stunned at how the hell a simple question had fueled an escalating argument with him, when he hadn’t even witnessed what had gone down.

      “I didn’t fucking threaten her,” I insisted again, pissed that he could even accuse me of this. “Sadie’s always been volatile. There’s no reason for you to jump on my back. All I asked was if she had dreams of her own for her life. She’s a young, beautiful girl, yet you are enabling her to stay here and keep house for you without trying to find out what happened. If you really want to help her, then you should be doing what you can to get to the bottom of how she came to be like she is.”

      A dark look clouded Levi’s eyes as he reeled back at my comment, and I knew him well enough to know he was chewing over my observation when he didn’t immediately reply. “She isn’t ready,” he eventually remarked.

      “Tell, you what. If it makes you happy, I’ll let her cool down and then I’ll go and apologize again. Although what for, I’m not sure. But I’ll do it if it sets her face straight.”

      Levi stood a few moments longer like he was digesting the blow up between him and I, and he nodded. “Give it an hour at least, but I expect you to make good on that apology. Trinnie and I don’t need her behaving all cranky and unstable when her daughter arrives for our part of her summer break. It’s the first time Gabby has been down to The Keys in a while. The kid deserves a stress free, fun time, and I’m gonna make sure, one way or another she has it,” he replied.

      “A stress free, fun weekend … that’s what you promised me, when you invited me down here. Let’s hope Sadie gets her feelings back in check or it’ll be fun alright, but not the kind you had in mind.”
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      A soft knock tapped on my wooden door as Billie Ellish sang “Bury a Friend” at low volume on my radio since I’d forgotten to turn it off this morning. “Leave it, Levi.” I warned, still fuming about Deakon. Levi was a peacemaker, but I wasn’t ready to hear his reasoning about his bandmate. I was furious with his friend—but more furious with myself for blowing an innocent conversation all out of proportion.

      After I’d fled from the kitchen, I stomped around aimlessly inside the pool house, too seething with rage to even sit down. Tears stained my face and mixed in with my anger I felt guilt as well. My reaction to Deakon was so disproportionate I could hardly make sense of it, and I couldn’t calm the hell down.

      Being defensive and ornery was how I’d survived for nearly three years. This was my default state and how I warned everyone off. Being obstinate was what had given me the will to break free from the life I’d stupidly gotten myself into.

      “It isn’t Levi, it’s me,” Deakon grumbled quietly from the other side of my door. The tone in his voice told me how annoyed he still was that I’d exploded like I had, and I instantly felt ashamed of my behavior toward him.

      “Go away,” I muttered although I knew that wasn’t really what I wanted. I really did like Deakon a lot when he wasn’t bedding strange women or playing AC/DC all the time when he was high. I silently cursed my past for making me act so irrationally and angry all the time.

      “Not leaving until we hug it out, bitch,” Deakon informed me gruffly. I swiped tears from my eyes as a small smile curved my lips and realized my smile was because he had persisted to make things okay between us.

      Shame washed over me at how badly I’d treated him and although I was wary of his reputation, deep down I knew he wasn’t a bad guy. Sometimes I’d wished I could tell them the reason why I was so fucked up, but I guessed if I ever told any of them, it would bring trouble to their door.

      Beneath his raw, wayward ways I wanted to believe Deakon really did like me. I’d experienced enough of his kindness to suspect so, but my trust wasn’t easily won. That’s why, ever since Thanksgiving, I had pushed him away.

      I scoffed, “You’re the last guy in the world I would hug,” I lied. His warm body was only inches from mine, making him feel almost magnetic as mine hummed for contact in return.  “There’s a high chance I’d get cooties.”

      Unfazed by my comment, his serious gaze bored into mine with his brow still furrowed. He made it clear he wasn’t leaving without resolving the matter by gently pushing my door open wider. I fought the urge to fight against him and stepped back to allow this unhindered.

      “May I come in?” I almost laughed at his polite question. I nodded as my heart went thud, thud, thud. I had never given anyone my permission to enter the pool house in the thirty-one months I had lived there.

      I held my breath as Deakon stopped inside the door until I recognized that there wasn’t the same fearful aura I thought I’d have with someone else in my personal space. I blew out a breath and placed my hands behind me.

      “You don’t have any sharp implements behind your back there, do you?” He flashed me a sexy grin that exposed his dimples and the glint of humor in his sexy eyes made me turn and look away.

      “Sit,” I said nervously. My sharp tone ignited a rumble of panic inside my head because I was still too wound up to appreciate his humor right then. As I gave him eye contact, I hugged myself in defense. When he moved to close the door, I instantly panicked. “Leave it,” I shouted. The loudness of my voice in my small room gave me as much of a start as it did him.

      “Christ,” he said, clutching his chest. A smirk crossed his lips, and he raised a brow for a second before moving away from the door again. He eyed me warily as he sat tentatively on the edge of the soft armchair nearest the open door and I almost laughed aloud at how the big, bad rock star allowed me to take charge of him like that.

      For a long moment neither of us spoke and he used this time to cast an interested glance around my small accommodation. The pool house was a tiny one-bedroom, open plan unit which consisted of the sitting room, mezzanine bed space, and kitchen. Only the bathroom had a separate door.

      “This is quite a neat, little spot you have back here,” he eventually noted. “I’ve never been in here before. It’s a perfect space for one person … especially since you cook all the food in the main house.” When I said nothing in return he nodded up toward the high wall over my bed and stood to get a better view. “These huge drawings are really dope. I didn’t know you were into art. You have a great eye, although the themes are quite angsty, dark and erotic,” he added when he studied one where a man held a naked, faceless girl in a chokehold. “Are they by a local artist here in The Keys?” he asked, appearing to be genuinely interested.

      His question about the artwork, threw me. At first, I thought he was merely making small talk and I glanced up at the familiar drawings that I’d used to cover almost every spare space on the walls. A burst of adrenaline fueled my anxiety and I instantly felt exposed.

      The charcoal and pencil drawings all around us were windows into my soul and they lay bare my troubled past. No one had ever laid eyes on them … until Deakon—not even Levi.

      “I suppose,” I said nonchalantly, regarding the mostly explicit content, “and yes, a local artist,” I replied gracefully, because I didn’t trust him enough to admit I had drawn them. Nor would I have been able to face the questions that came after, if Deakon had put two and two together and connected the images were personal experiences related to me.

      “You collect art?” I asked to steer him away from the drawings which were largely representative of the abusive life I’d left behind. However, I found solace within them because they represented the mental strength within me. Expressing myself through my drawings had pulled me through tougher times, until Levi coaxed me to come to his home and asked me to work for him.

      If I’m honest I trusted Levi, but not one hundred percent. I trusted no one that much because people I’d thought were good turned bad in a heartbeat. But that was on me, not Levi.

      The day we had met I was desperate and starving, at the lowest point in my life. So, when Levi offered me cash in hand work and a roof over my head, I’d chosen to risk his generosity, rather than face another night surrounded by homeless junkies and aggressive alcoholics.

      Levi’s lifestyle had been well documented in the news and he appeared boisterous but tame in comparison to what Jesse Taylor, my old boyfriend, had put me through. Nothing terrified me more than Jesse or that detective finding me.

      “She’s amazing,” Deakon said, of the image of me with my face obscured by my hands. “Look at the composition of this drawing, it’s exquisite,” Deakon said, so intrigued by the piece that he hadn’t noticed how quiet I’d become. I blinked in disbelief at how critically he studied the piece with an artist’s eye, and how genuinely interested this rough and ready rock star was in my artwork.

      As I recovered from Deakon’s scrutiny, I noticed he was pointing at the smallest of my pencil drawings just above my couch. It was one of me curled in the fetal position on my knees, on the bed with my ankles bound. I had drawn it right after an argument I’d had with Levi when he’d wanted to take me out. It screamed entrapment, vulnerability, distress and helplessness.

      “Yeah,” was all I could manage to squeak out past the lump that had formed in my throat. I swallowed and took a sharp breath. “Anyway, you’re here. What did you want to say?” I asked to distract him away from the painful memories the pictures had begun to trigger.

      “Look. I apologize if whatever I say offends you. I wasn’t being flippant when I said you were beautiful.  You must know by now it’s the truth. But I accept you probably thought I was spinning you a line because I want a repeat of what happened between us before. Like it or not, it’s a fact that you’re pretty much my ideal type,” he muttered, then realized he’d said too much and held up his hands.

      “See?” I snapped.

      “I’m not hitting on you. If I’d known how badly you would react to my question about your life, I’d never have pried. How was I to know it would bring such an explosive reaction? I didn’t intend to hurt you, Sadie. I get you had a tough time before you met Levi, but can you at least try to accept that not everyone is your enemy?”

      “I know what you all think of me,” I blurted before I’d thought better on it. I clamped my mouth shut and covered it with a hand.

      “Oh, you’re a mind reader now? A snarky mind reader,” he added pointedly.

      “See, that right there … snarky,” I shot back.

      “You’re going to argue about that now?” he asked quietly. “I’m only speaking the truth as I see it. How would you feel if we spoke to you the way you snipe at everyone around you? Would it make you want to know me? Would you think I was a kind, friendly person?”

      “I don’t care what people think of me,” I retorted. I was long past caring about that. But since I’d been at Levi’s, it was the only way I had to survive. I’d felt that protective hard shell soften a little each day since Keela, Levi’s old girlfriend, had moved out. Softer equalled weaker, danger and mistakes. Letting people in meant taking risks.

      “Bullshit,” Deakon argued. “That’s why you said you feel judged. You’re right, we do judge you,” he quickly corrected. “But that’s because you’re so condemning of every situation. Who knows, maybe you want us to believe there’s only that side to you? But if that’s the case then you’re failing because I can see past that wall you protect yourself behind. And in case you need to hear it, you don’t need to hide from us, we all love you … no matter what.”

      “Stop it,” I muttered because although Levi had told me many times about how much he cared, I found it hard to hear it. I believed at some point, I’d outstay my welcome and I’d have to leave. “Are you here to apologize or to start another argument?” I choked out past another emotional lump in my throat.

      Deakon sighed like he was exhausted with me. “Apologize,” he said wearily.

      I wanted our conversation to be done. “Then I accept.”

      “Good,” he replied, and his face brightened instantly. He flashed me smile that lit up his gorgeous eyes. At thirty-two, Deakon was a bit older than me, and a man in every sense of the word. Big, muscular, short dark brown hair that matched his eyes and that broody look that most girls my age fell for. But I knew I couldn’t afford to be attracted to him.

      Strange as it sounded, despite all our infighting, I loved Deakon’s company, even if I rarely showed it. I enjoyed the banter we sometimes shared, but I didn’t trust my feelings or his, because they scared me. He was the first man I’d felt chemistry with since Jesse. Whenever I saw his smile, it instantly eased the constant tension that tightened my chest.

      “How’s about you let me apologize by taking you to dinner?” A hopeful gleam flashed through his eyes and his warm smile was designed to draw me in.

      “No,” I muttered as disappointment rose to my chest.

      “Just … no?” he asked, frowning again.

      “I … I’m not going to another hotel room, and I can’t be seen with you,” I replied honestly. Shit. What I meant was I didn’t want anyone to find me and if I was seen with him, they’d know where to look.

      “Well fuck,” he muttered, stunned. “Most women would be delighted if I took them to dinner.”

      “I’m not most women,” I mumbled as I tried to distract myself from the mistake I’d almost made.

      “I know you’re not. That’s why I’m here to apologize. I thought we were friends. Can’t two friends go for a bite to eat?”

      For a moment I mulled over his suggestion and considered it would be wonderful if I could do that… to get dressed up and behave like a normal woman for once. I’d forgotten how to be that. Since I’d been at Levi’s, I’d only been to Jude’s parents’ place in West Palm Beach, and to that grungy nightclub with other people.

      On braver days, I’d had sparsely spread visits to the Waldorf Plaza in Key Largo, and to the exclusive spa Levi had bought me a membership for. Jesse would never have been seen dead in a spa and I convinced myself at six hundred miles from Tallahassee, I was far enough not to be found during a two hour visit to the local mall.

      Deakon had no idea about the massive risk I’d felt I’d taken to go to dancing in public with him. Although, I’m sure the three glasses of wine I had at Jude’s parents’ and the expectant look on Levi’s sister Beth’s face to go with them had something to do with that too.

      On the way I almost changed my mind and made my excuses to go back before we’d even arrived at the club. But thankfully, the place Deakon had taken us to, had been so dingy and packed full of people no one really noticed the boys at all until Deakon and I were leaving.

      The air thickened between us as Deakon sat awaiting my response. I almost agreed, until I wondered if dinner would translate into us making another mistake.

      “Best not,” I muttered decisively. I knew what lust, want and desire looked like in a man’s eyes and they were all present in Deakon’s when he looked at me. Shaking my head, I stood and hugged myself tighter.

      “Why not?” he persisted. His brow crease deepened when I wouldn’t agree.

      “Listen, I’m trying my best not to argue with you but you’re making it so hard for me not to. Let me just say no, but thank you for asking. Can we leave it at that?”

      “Fuck. Suit yourself You are hard work sometimes, lady,” he barbed, his voice laced with the same disappointment I felt as well. He stood, bowed his head and shook it before he looked me squarely in my eyes again. “No, you’re hard work all the time. Forget dinner, forget being friends. A guy could die of hypothermia because you’re so fucking determined to freeze them out.”

      “Thanks for that,” I replied defiantly. I schooled my face to hide how much his words hurt my heart. “I’d like you to leave now,” I said, pushing past his spiteful comment and dropping my hands by my sides. I nodded toward the door.

      “Don’t worry, I know when I’m not wanted,” he replied. “For what it’s worth, I really am sorry,” he muttered again, before he wandered out of my house without looking back.

      As I watched him retreat into Levi’s house, my heart crushed with regret that I’d pushed him away. The instant l closed the door, I broke down in tears again. I climbed the stairs to the mezzanine and lifted my ottoman bed. From the compartment beneath it, I took out the pretty, large giftbox Trinnie had given me when she’d moved in, I took out the top layer to see all the small bundles of hundred-dollar bills in cash underneath. I had a reason for insisting on being paid in cash and not having a bank account. That reason had kept me safe. Even if I had wanted one, I couldn’t apply for the necessary identity documents to open one without giving myself away. The people after me were the kind that never gave up, no matter how long it took.

      Tracing my fingertips over the bundles of notes made my heart ache, because thanks to Levi’s generosity my under-the-bed-bank balance had swelled to almost sixty-two thousand dollars.

      Deakon was right, I did have dreams, dreams of a life free from fear and retaliation. But I knew, if I wanted to achieve this, getting tangled up with a rock star wouldn’t help my cause, and it would take a far more money than this.
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      “I’m stunned she let you in there,” Levi muttered with a look of awe in his eyes. “I own it and I haven’t been in there since the day I let her stay there.”

      “She needn’t have bothered,” I bit back, pissed off by Sadie’s attitude as I slumped on his couch, leaned back, and gazed up at the ceiling. My frustration came out in a huge sigh and I realized how twisted in knots my gut felt.

      “What did you do now?” Levi asked, sounding concerned.

      “Why does it need to be me that’s in the wrong all the time.” I rolled my head from side to side against the back of his couch and continued to stare at the ceiling. “I apologized and asked to take her to dinner by way of saying sorry.”

      “You asked her to dinner? And?” he asked, sounding amused. He dropped down in front of me and sat on the large coffee table.

      “And she more or less told me to go fuck myself.”

      He chuckled. “I could have told you she’d have said no to dinner. She won’t even come out with me. She’s still petrified of something.”

      I stopped staring at the ceiling and brought my head forward to meet his gaze. “Or someone,” I stated. “For a moment I really thought she would give in and come for a bite to eat.” I heard the disappointment in my tone.

      “To be honest I was floored when she agreed to go clubbing with you, Beth, and Greg. That was a first. I think we need to realize, life going back to normal is going to be baby steps all the way with her. Some days she appears more resilient than others. We need to believe Sadie has her reasons for behaving how she does. That’s what I do. She doesn’t appear to have a problem going out on her own sometimes, but she won’t be seen dead with me either,” Levi remarked.

      “Why do you think that is? What the hell do you think happened to her? She behaves like the fucking mafia is after her.”

      “I have no idea. But I can’t imagine she wasn’t a strong girl before so whatever it was must have been horrific. When she first came here, she used to have nightmares. I realized this the night after she’d moved in. I thought an alligator had gotten hold of a panther somewhere outside the boundary of the house until it clicked the screams were coming from my pool house.”

      “Nightmares?”

      Levi nodded. “I thought we had an intruder or something and I ran over there at breakneck speed. When I banged on the door the screaming stopped, but she wouldn’t open the door. I threatened to call the police and made her open the door to show me no one was holding her against her will. She then admitted she’d had a nightmare.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered. My chest tightened from the description Levi painted.

      “It’s been slow progress, but I thought it a huge move when she agreed to go to Jude’s parents, then when she went clubbing with you guys, I figured she feels safe with you. I mean look how far she’s come,” Levi reasoned. “Apart from bitching about the mess you all make, she accepts you guys coming to visit like it’s not that big of a deal anymore.”

      I nodded. “I thought so too since Trinnie’s been around. Gabrielle has been good for her too. But after today,” I said shaking my head. “I just wish she’d either spit out what the fuck happened to her or lighten the fuck up, because underneath all that piss and vinegar, she’s smart and funny.”

      “I don’t doubt that about Trinnie’s positive effect on Sadie for a minute. They are quite the pair when they get together,” he said, chuckling. “Even Beth brings a lighter side to her mood.”

      “Yeah, I saw a different girl that night when we went out. She didn’t behave completely carefree like all the other girls though. I mean, I sensed that she wanted to enjoy herself, but something held her back. It was like she was looking for someone.”

      “Looking for someone?” Levi asked, eyeing me curiously. “Who? Like a guy?” Her ex?” he queried, and shook his head. “I picked her up in Fort Lauderdale on the way down here so she wouldn’t necessarily know locals up in West Palm Beach, where you went clubbing.”

      “Maybe I’m just more tuned in as to how people are when their running away from something,” I admitted. “I can’t explain the feeling, but when you know, you know. It’s nothing someone says, it’s more apparent in their level of alertness in public. They appear to constantly scan the room periodically … I can’t explain it, but I felt her anxiety in here,” I said, pointing to my chest.

      “Did Beth or Greg notice anything?” Levi queried.

      I shook my head. “They were likely oblivious to her suspicious behavior, them not knowing her that well.”

      “And you think you know her well?” His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Don’t you go developing a thing for her,” he warned. “I’ve seen the way you look at her … the way you both spark like flints clashing together when you’re in the same room.

      “Jesus, I show an interest in her, that’s all,” I lied, brushing off his remark about our attraction for one another. “But she blows up at the slightest thing. One wrong word is all it takes to set her off.”

      “What did you say this time that had her guts in knots?”

      “Like I said, I asked if she had ambitions for the future,” I explained.

      “Touchy subject. Sadie feels secure and happy here, so don’t go rocking the boat. Whether she continues to keep house for me or not, the pool house is her home for as long as she wants it. If there comes a time when she feels she wants to branch out on her own, I’ll help her with that as well.”

      “Good. I’m glad she has you because I doubt if any other boss would put up with how offensive she can be sometimes,” I remarked.

      Levi sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Like I said, she’s changing. Not much, but I can see glimmers of hope within her. When I see how she behaves with Gabby and Bailey, she’s like a totally different person, she’s patient and nurturing toward them. They aren’t a threat to her.”

      “But she’s threatened by us?” I challenged, disappointed any woman would feel that way about me. The inference of that hurt me badly. Especially when my teenage years had been full of violence and abuse all around me.

      “Who knows. Be patient with her. She’ll share what happened to her when she’s ready.”

      “Fuck me, Dr. Milligan. When did you become a clinical psychologist?”

      “The counselors from rehab must have rubbed off on me,” he replied, chuckling.  “Anyway, enough about Sadie,” Levi said, closing the conversation about her down. “When are you off to California?”

      “Evangelina’s agreed on the night after she graduates,” I replied when he brought up my baby sister.

      “You’re doing good getting her away from all that shit at home. No one will know where she is.”

      “I’m sending transport for her. She’s coming to the cabin with us.”

      “Great, a week with the guys in the mountains sounds perfect, round about now,” Levi said, smiling.

      My cabin on the shores of Lake Tahoe was my personal piece of Heaven. Levi slapped his hands on his knees and stood up. “Try again with Sadie. But let her simmer down first this time,” he warned as he wandered toward his kitchen counter. “I’m just heading over to meet Trinnie. She’d arranged to take me out to dinner when we thought you had left. I couldn’t get a hold of her earlier to cancel. If I were you, I’d make myself something to eat. I doubt Sadie will venture out to feed you if she’s still upset.”

      “I think it might be safer if I feed myself right now,” I joked as he opened his front door.

      “Wise move,” he replied, chuckling.

      “Drive carefully, buddy,” I said.

      “As opposed to reckless?” he asked dryly. Levi shot me a wink, stepped out the door and closed it behind him, leaving me behind with Sadie.

      After Levi left, although I could eat, my run in with Sadie had drained me. I warred with myself about grabbing a bite, but I knew if Sadie ventured into the kitchen while I was doing this it could be another flashpoint between us. I wasn’t in the mood for another fight, so I went back out onto the patio and laid on one of the loungers.
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      “Are you crazy? You’ll fry lying there like that,” Sadie admonished in her usual snarky tone as I woke groggily from my sleep.

      “Hm?” I muttered without opening my eyes as I stirred on my stomach.

      “Fuck,” I jumped up with a start, my heart instantly raced when a cold, wet towel landed on my back. “You could have made me have a heart attack.”

      “But I didn’t,” she argued. “Now I accept your apology,” she said, sounding smug. “Do you want something to eat, or would you prefer to wait and eat in the safe presence of your buddy? Where is he by the way. I noticed his car isn’t here.”

      My eyes trailed from her feet up her toned, tan legs and I flinched when the sun blinded me from behind her when I tried to see her face. “Gone to meet Trinnie,” I mumbled as I squinted up again. My sleepy voice sounded husky.

      “Put that towel over the back of your shoulders, they’re sunburned,” she advised.

      “You’re so caring.” Sarcasm dripped from my tongue. Warning me would have been a kind gesture, except that she’d thrown the cold, sopping wet towel on my hot back before I was fully awake.

      “Fifteen minutes for dinner, it’s leftovers from yesterday … and I’m not waiting for Levi,” she stated.

      “He’s gone out for dinner,” I said as I smoothed the cool towel around my burned shoulders. They stung and I guess I should have been thankful that Sadie had found me when she did, or my skin would likely have blistered.

      “Of course he did. I’m sure it would kill that guy to tell me what’s happening occasionally,” she muttered to herself. She left me on the patio and went inside.
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      Warmed up food was already on the table by the time I’d gone inside.

      “Wash your hands,” she ordered as she sat down and began putting salad on her plate.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I shot back with my middle finger raised. A rare grin spread on her face and I felt quietly pleased I’d put it there. I freshened up and went back to the table. Sadie had piled food on her plate but had waited for me to start.

      “You should have gone ahead and eaten,” I said as I took my seat across from her and began portioning food for myself.

      “I do have some manners you know,” she said.

      “I know,” I agreed deadpan. Despite her snippy ways I suspected she had been brought up properly at one point, which was more than I could say for myself.

      Seeing her shift uncomfortably in her chair because I’d agreed, almost made me laugh. Her narrowed gaze ticked over my face, and I guessed she wondered if my response had been sarcasm, and I thought she would find an argument even with that. It was only when she quietly lifted her fork and began to eat, I recognized that she wouldn’t.

      As I watched her eat, my heart clenched for her because it almost felt as if Sadie was in a constant state of hyper-vigilance, wary of my every move.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Sadie’s shoulders hunched at my request. She stared pointedly toward me with her big curious brown eyes while she finished chewing her food. She swallowed roughly before she replied.

      “Depends. If it’s like the one that caused our argument, then no,” she replied.

      I ignored her snarky remark and pressed on. “Do you want to come up to California with everyone?”

      “I’ve never been to California … never been out of Florida,” Sadie muttered as she popped a tomato in her mouth. “I’d thought about heading up to the mountains a few times, but I’ve never had the guts.” She shrugged. “I figured it would be harder to live rough in harsher weather.” She placed her fork and knife down on her empty plate.

      I considered her for a few minutes and wondered if I could ask how she came to be homeless, but one bust up was enough for one day. “Oh, you should come. It’s an incredible place. Coming from the Midwest where everything around me felt flat, I was in awe when I clapped eyes on the mountain range.”

      “I’ve seen the mountains in movies and on TV, they look so quiet and peaceful.”

      “Safe apart from all the predators up there … like bears, mountain lions, cougars and wolves,” I replied, chuckling. “Not to mention the herds of bison, elk and a whole host of other animals that could flatten you or give you a nasty nip.”

      She shrugged. “We have snakes, panthers and allegators here,” she argued. “Hell, have you seen how aggressive turtles can be when they’re protecting those nests?”

      “Yeah, I suppose,” I mused, and took a huge bite of the quiche. I hummed. “Mm, fuck. This is delicious, Sadie. Where did you learn to cook like this?” I asked, mumbling around the pie and changing the subject.

      “From internet recipes,” she replied nonchalantly.

      “You didn’t have anyone teach you?” I asked, surprised. She blushed and shook her head, uncomfortable with my attention. “I’ve always considered myself quite artistic. You know … sketching and making music,” I confessed. “But any time I’ve tried to make food from a recipe it doesn’t look appealing, and it’s usually tasteless and disgusting,” I added.

      She chuckled and then shrugged. “I guess you’ve either got it or you don’t.”

      “The knack you mean?” I flashed her a smile because I’d found a safe subject. “Then I figure you most definitely have it.”

      “We can’t be good at everything,” she mumbled humbly, but the pink in her cheeks deepened and flushed down her neck from my compliment. She shook her head like she was embarrassed and changed the focus from her to me. “You’re an amazing guitarist.”

      “Am I?” I asked, surprised by her unloaded compliment. I’d never heard her give one without it having an edge to it before, except maybe to Bailey, Jude’s small son.

      “You know you are. I mean you’re not a technical player. Some guitar music sounds …  deliberate in its delivery. I can’t explain it, but when you play, the music flows freely between you and your instrument.”

      “The transitions, or the solo instrumentals I play you mean?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know what those are. What I mean is that you don’t look all stiff and … technical.” She chuckled and tried again. “When you play it sounds smooth and it touches me in here,” she said, tapping her index finger just under her ample tits to indicate her heart.

      “From what I remember of my biology lesson in high school that’s your diaphragm, not your heart,” I said, nodding toward her chest playfully. “Either that, or you’re telling me I give you indigestion.” She laughed and it sounded like her own kind of music to my ears. As she allowed herself a carefree moment, I forgot myself. “This is nice,” I said of our civil conversation. She smiled but looked away. “You have an incredible smile, you should use it more often.”

      Her smile was instantly replaced by a frown. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Flirt.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I wasn’t flirting. I was just stating a fact … or expressing my opinion. You’re an extremely pretty girl; a fucking hot girl, and maybe it’s force of habit that I let my thought slip to my tongue just now, but I’m the kind of guy who speaks my mind.”

      My heart skipped a beat for a minute as I had expected her to blow a fuse again. When she didn’t react to my comeback, I saw our exchange as progress. “All I want is for us to be friends. If you are concerned about what happened between us, don’t be. I don’t regret it. Hell, I thought you had fun, I know I did.”

      “Friends like you have expectations I can’t meet. I’m much better on my own. You might think you’re doing me a favor by showing an interest in me, but I prefer my life the way it is.”

      “Does that mean you won’t come to California?” My question distracted her thoughts. “Jude mentioned he’d been up there. Said it was beautiful,” she replied in a softer tone, which surprised me.

      “Yeah, it’s so secluded but the top deck has a panoramic view of the lake.” When I thought I saw her consider my invite, I backed it up with words. “The offer still stands. There’s plenty of guest rooms if you think you can make it.”

      “I don’t think—” she began.

      “You’d have your own room,” I added. “Hell, you can have the whole top floor if that’s what you need to feel safe. The cabin is ten thousand square feet on four floors. There are nine bedrooms, two dens and the great room,” I interrupted.

      “Sounds huge,” she agreed wistfully.

      “Go on, let yourself live a little. The lake is stunning summer and winter, and the scenery is to die for. You’ll be with all of us, so you’ll never be alone at any time. I figured we could all do some jet skiing or paddle boarding … take out my boat and water-ski or board if you want. Please come, you’ll love it. Even though it’s summertime, you can still see snow on the mountain peaks at this time of year. I love it there because it’s extremely secluded. We could even light a bonfire on my private beach and you girls could eat S’mores. If you like the idea, I could even invite Beth for extra company,” I coaxed.

      For a few moments I thought she was going to accept my invitation until she pushed back her chair, stood and began gathering the dishes on the table together. “Thanks for the invite, but I really couldn’t impose. It’s not necessary. I’m an employee of Levi’s and I’m used to being here on my own.”

      “Used to as in past tense. You’re rarely alone now that Trinnie and Gabrielle are on the scene. Come on, Sadie. Let your hair down. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      “Do you see me as a challenge? I’m not going to sleep with you again, so don’t waste your time,” she said in a sudden outburst. Grabbing some dishes from the table, she headed for the kitchen with her arms full.

      After some rapid eye blinks, I stood and went after her as rage swelled in my chest. “Wait. What the fuck do you mean?” I argued. “I was trying to be nice. Not trying to fuck you,” I remarked. “Jesus, I don’t know what kind of people you used to hang around with, but I’m not that guy. You think because I said you were beautiful that I expect you to drop your pants for me?” I scoffed. “You need to check yourself, lady. If I only wanted to fuck someone, I’d pick someone a lot less work than you are.” Without another word, I strode up to my bedroom and called Levi’s car service.
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      Me: Gone to Miami to let off some steam. Not sure if I’ll be back tonight. If not, I’ll be back tomorrow sometime.

      Levi: Did you apologize again to Sadie?

      Is he fucking kidding me? I was still seething as the driver headed toward Miami doing 80 mph on the freeway.

      Me: Tired of that girl’s shit. She needs someone to give it to her straight. I’m not going to tolerate her shit anymore. If that means I’m not welcome, then so be it.

      Levi: Dude. I’m in the middle of dinner right now. We’ll talk tomorrow. Don’t forget … I love you.

      Levi’s response did nothing to calm my nerves. So, I called Greg and prayed he hadn’t gone off grid.

      “Dude, where are you?” I asked when he answered his cell phone.

      “At the penthouse. Why?”

      “Wanna go out and party?” I asked.

      “Sure, but I thought you were at Levi’s?” he replied.

      “Was at Levi’s,” I emphasized. “I’ve been up and down that road these past couple of days like a whore’s panties. I’m heading back because I’ve had enough of Sadie’s snarky mouth for one day. That girl sure knows how to wind me up.”

      “Jesus, what did she say now?”

      “Forget it. Want to get laid?” I asked because I wasn’t willing to waste another breath on her right then.

      “By you?” Greg joked.

      I smiled and only realized how keyed up I still was when I felt some of my tension ebb away. “Fuck off,” I admonished. “I’ll be there by 9:00 p.m. Be ready to party.”
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      “Now that’s what I call a pair of tits,” Greg muttered in his broad Irish brogue as his eyes glittered excitedly in a strip club. “You think that one does private lap dances?” he asked, ogling the dancer from the secluded booth we were sitting at.

      “For the right incentive that one will do anything. I think the inducement is around the one K mark … if I remember correctly.

      “You had her?” Greg asked, wrinkling his nose in disgust.

      “No, but about half of Miami has I reckon. I overheard a negotiation with Joe, our ex-bassist, at one time is all.”

      “Back in Ireland, before I was in the band, I went to clubs where the chicks were about a hundred euros.”

      “Classy joints,” I muttered sarcastically as I sipped my neat vodka and took in the women all around us. “I hope you tested regularly.”

      Greg shot me a dirty look, shook his head and laughed. “I bet you were no better.”

      I grinned as a petite blonde girl caught my eye. The moment she saw us she shimmied her way around the free-standing tables and chairs in front of us. When she reached our booth, she placed her hands on the table and leaned toward me, flashing her pert little cleavage inches from my face.

      “O.M.G. You’re Deakon Brosley,” she gushed. “How’s your evening going, stud?” The seductive tone in her question almost made me laugh.

      She’s not my type—Sadie’s my type of girl. Fuck. Forget her, I argued in my mind. Sadie would only cause me grief, my head reasoned.

      I mentally shook off my thoughts and laughed. “Stud, huh?” I glanced over at Greg who hadn’t appeared to notice blondie beside us. He was totally enthralled by her colleague who was intermittently flashing glimpses of her fat pussy in her see-through G-string, much to his delight. So enthralled by her performance, I watched him shift forward to the edge of his seat as if that extra couple of inches would make a difference to his view.

      “Have you been here before?” The girl’s eyelids were heavy, and I suspected she was stoned.

      I was still fuming about Sadie and was actively trying to forget the day so I bluntly ignored her question and asked, “Do you suck cock?”

      “You mean do I do private lap dances?” she asked coyly. She winked like we shared a secret, but we were in a strip joint for fuck’s sake.

      “If that’s code for sucking cock, then yeah.”

      “It’s three hundred for an individual performance,” she said, not disagreeing I’d get what I asked for.

      I hesitated and looked over her skinny frame. “Do you do drugs?”

      “Me? Only weed. I’m doing this to get the money to go to med school.”

      “Good. Right, lead the way. Remember, I’m paying for the private dance. Anything else that happens is free. I’ve never passed money for any sex act, and I’m not starting now.”

      The girl waved over a guy, who I guessed was security on the floor. “We take the money up front,” she mumbled, like she was more embarrassed about the club rules than the blow job she was ready to perform.

      “Going to work the stress kinks out of my neck,” I muttered to Greg, sounding unlike a man who was begrudgingly going along with the setting I was in. He turned and glanced from me to the girl for a nanosecond and instantly turned his attention back to the stage, engrossed in the show.

      “This way,” the girl advised seductively as she spun on her sparkly, clear plastic shoes and strutted toward a beaded curtain with a lowly-lit, purple glow behind it. My eyes raked the length of her and fell back to her six-inch heels that resembled ridiculous, glittery, glass slippers. I smirked as I wondered when Cinderella began doing blow jobs.

      For all of three minutes I sat trying to get interested in her performance but either it was her crappy false name, Rusty, I found off-putting or my mind kept flitting back to Sadie. In the end I cut the dance short and finished myself off alone, in the restroom.

      When I made my way back to our booth, Greg was nowhere in sight. I pulled out my cell and called his number to find out where he was.

      A loud clatter was followed by a series of grunts and a lot of heavy breathing before I heard him strain like he was lifting something. “What?” he snapped breathlessly.

      “It’s me. I’m heading to the penthouse. I’ll see you back there.”

      “Right-io,” he muttered, followed by more ragged breaths and a long hiss. “God, fuck … yeah, baby,” he added before the call went dead. I chuckled and shook my head. Then I called for a car to take me back to the penthouse—alone.
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      “You look like shit. Rough night, last night?” Levi inquired with a cocky smirk as he slid into the chair next to me at the band penthouse. I’d only gotten out of bed about fifteen minutes before to attend the band meeting.

      “What can I say?” I asked, wagging my brows.

      “You can talk,” I remarked. He looked worn out, like he’d been up most of the night screwing Trinnie.

      “I tried to sleep on the way up here from Key Largo, but Trinnie kept talking to me. Funny how she always wants to chat the moment I close my eyes during a journey. You’d think she’d have taken the chance to catch a little shut eye herself since we were being driven here.”

      My night hadn’t been as pleasant as his. I’d gotten wasted and gone to bed alone. Unlike Greg, who behaved unnaturally chirpy and looked fresh as a fucking daisy as he nursed a cup of coffee and sat in a seat opposite me. Until I’d met our Irish bassist, I’d thought I partied hard, but as I watched him as he struck up a jovial conversation with Korry, I figured I had nothing on him.

      Donnie, our manager, called us all to order, and tried to make us focus on our face-to-face meeting about a festival appearance we were due to headline for.

      “Might as well make it worth our while,” Donnie reasoned. “We’re not dragging all that gear over there for a one-day performance.”

      Donnie glanced toward Jude and my eyes switched between them. Jude’s lips were blanched white, pressed tight and he didn’t look impressed at all. “I’m thinking we could fly in and do a warmup in Oklahoma City, another gig in Tulsa and one in a Dallas stadium. Bernadette has checked with the promotions team and as of this minute, the venues she has in mind are free and provisionally held for twenty-four hours. We still have time for tickets to sell out, and those gigs will fire y’all up for the festival in Austin.”

      Donnie was a shrewd businessman. He knew how to maximize our bank accounts with very little effort. Plus, he was right. Getting a road crew to turn out for one gig was more hassle than it was worth.

      Our drummer, Jude looked unimpressed by our manager’s suggestion. “I dunno. You promised me time off with Esther and the baby coming. It might come early, and her due date is so close.” The way Jude saw it, Donnie was backing down on his word, when apart from the festival date, he’d initially blocked months off on the calendar for the birth of his baby.

      “It’s only four days including the festival. Besides we all agreed to this gig, Jude. Screaming Shadows were booked as a headliner before Esther even got pregnant. I’m trying to be reasonable, and I manage most things, but I’m not in charge of your pecker.”

      Greg snickered, but the rest of us knew Jude might dig his heels in and insist on only playing the festival.

      Levi sighed and slapped a reassuring hand on Jude’s thigh. “Come on, buddy, it’ll be fine. If Esther knew about this, she’d tell you to do them. She’ll have plenty of support. Your mom and your sister Gemma will be clinging to that baby like a tick on a bear. Not to mention, my sister Beth as well.”

      “Yeah, but we wanted to write some new material as well before the European tour. It feels like I’m not going to have time to get near them,” Jude argued.

      “Nonsense. You’ll get plenty of time with them. It’s only four fucking days,” Donnie said a lot less compassionately. “I’m sure Esther will cope just fine.” There was bite to his words and when Jude looked as if he was going to dig his heels in, Donnie backed his words up with more. “Fuck, I’d say bring them with you, but I know you won’t want that either. I’m doing my job here and there are four other people to consider. We lost a lot of time last year with Levi out—no offense, Levi.”

      Jude shot Donnie a warning look because we all believed Levi’s time out in rehab had been a necessary break for him. It took a few beats before Jude eventually blew out a breath and nodded. “Alright, but only four, no fucking more. I want paternity leave. We’ve got a European tour early next year. I want my baby to know me before we fly out.”

      “Fuck, man, what happened to us?” I muttered. There was a time when nothing got in the way of the band, making music and touring. Now, with Levi and Jude, their partners’ needs had to be factored into what had once been a simple equation.

      “Life,” Donnie responded. “Life happened. One day it might even happen to you.”

      “And won’t that be something?” Korry chipped in. “I can’t imagine any woman taming Deak. He’s a freak of nature.”

      “Ah, she’d need to be pretty special to handle all this,” I countered as I swept a hand up my naked torso and shook my hair back, in mock adulation of myself. Everyone laughed.

      “Yeah, saintly,” Jude shot back.

      “What else should a god expect?” I asked, amused.

      “All right, Fuck. Can we get back on task here?” Donnie grumbled, pretending to be pissed off by us messing about. “Don’t you own any shirts?” he asked pointedly of me. I’ve seen more of your tits than I have my wife’s,” he remarked. The guys all chuckled. “Come on, guys,” he reasoned again. “My day is only beginning. I’ve got a long list of shit to deal with instead of watching this arrogant bastard admiring himself.”

      “Jealousy is a curse,” I muttered, ruffling his thin hair. He swiped my hand away as the rest of the band chuckled.

      “So, four dates as we discussed?” Bernadette asked as she took control of the conversation. “Is there anything else that needs to be hashed out?”

      “Yeah, why can’t we do these meetings by Zoom instead of dragging everyone here?” Jude probed.

      “Korry, Greg and Deakon are usually here in Miami, as are we. I think it’s important to have these meetings happen with everyone in one room. It gives you all the opportunity to get together and talk about anything as a group instead of one-on-one. It’s just … better,” Donnie concluded when he became lost for another reason.

      “What’s better for me is to be at West Palm Beach right now. So, if you’ll excuse me …” Jude stood and turned to look at Levi. “Dude, I’ll let you know what’s happening when there is anything to report with Esther. Meanwhile, you might want to drop in on your sister since you’re this far north of The Keys.”

      “Planned on a quick visit later this afternoon, as a matter of fact. Trinnie’s showing a house in Jupitar right now. She’s going to message me when she’s done, and we’ll meet you at the condo. Beth knows we’re coming too.”

      Jude nodded. “On that note, I’m out. Stay wicked and hang safe,” he mumbled as he gave us a backward wave on his way out the door.
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      I’m surprised to see you back,” Levi remarked when I turned up at his home again at 6:00 p.m. that evening. They had arrived back before me with Gabrielle who was glued to some princess movie on his humongous TV at the far end of the living room.

      “I had a text from my sister, we’re leaving for the cabin tomorrow. I’ve sent her a ticket and Yanni is dropping her at the airport for me.

      “I haven’t seen your brother for years, is he staying?” Levi responded regarding my brother.

      My brother, Yanni competed on the motorcycle speedway circuit in Florida. “No, he’s got a practice schedule for a race he’s competing in shortly.”

      “Biketoberfest is at Daytona soon, we should go cheer him on,” Levi remembered.

      “Nah, I’d hate to draw any attention away from him,” I replied. “Besides Robbie will be there, trying to get in on the act.” My stepbrother, Robbie, was one of the main reasons I wanted Evangelina out of Little Rock, Arkansas where I originally came from. His father, Oscar, was the other. Both were highly manipulative and controlled my mom. Lina had managed to hold Robbie at arm’s length so far, but I knew if she’d stayed, they’d do whatever they could to corrupt her.

      I wasn’t scared of Robbie, but I’d almost gone to jail for beating his ass one time. The warning I’d received after that could affect any federal offense against me, meaning I could be jailed or prevented from traveling outside of the country if I appeared to be a threat at any time. It was my main reason for leaving the State. Best decision I ever made since I met up with Jude and Levi the first week I landed in Florida.

      “So, back to Tahoe. We’re in,” Levi informed me.

      “Great. Lina will love you all being there. Has Jude decided if he and Esther are coming?”

      “Nah, they can’t come, dude. She looks like she’s carrying a watermelon, and she’s not allowed to fly anywhere now. Bodhi’s hanging back with them too, in the event they need to go to the hospital.”

      “Lucky they’re in West Palm Beach then. How long does Esther have until she gives birth now?”

      “A little over a month, I think. So, we’ll miss them on the trip. It’ll be just the seven of us.”

      “Oh, is Beth coming?”

      “Beth? I didn’t ask. No, we’re bringing Sadie. I don’t know what went down the other day, but I figured you must have asked her and she’s coming. My guess is she’s proving a point of some kind.”

      “What point? All I did was talk frankly to her. She gets away with murder in this house, but yes, I did invite her.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Sadie interrupted. I cringed because I hadn’t heard her come in. “Yeah, I’m right here. I must have been in your blind spot while I watered the patio plants,” she muttered.

      “Oh, I hear that’s a great position for eavesdropping,” I shot back, reminding her of the accusation I’d made about her listening to my conversations with Levi.

      “Do you want me to come or not?” she challenged in her usual snarky tone.

      “Baby, I’d love you to come,” I replied genuinely.

      Levi shot me a dark look and Sadie immediately blushed and shook her head frowning. “Fuck no!” I protested. “You dirty pair of fuckers. Both of your minds instantly went to the gutter. I meant nothing would give me more pleasure than to see Sadie come to Lake Tahoe.”

      The blush on Sadie’s face darkened and Levi chuckled. “That had better be what you meant. I’m serious, Deak, no playing games or winding her up.”

      I crossed my heart. “Promise. Even if Sadie strapped me down and straddled me, I swear I’ll try not to get hard.”

      “If you weren’t talking about this girl, I’d place a bet you’d lose on that,” Levi joked, gesturing toward his housekeeper.

      Sadie looked flustered for once but fortunately for her, Trinnie intervened in the conversation. “Can you all lower your volume a little, we have tender ears in the corner,” Trinnie reminded us. She leaned in and spoke in a quiet tone. “Besides, Deakon. I think you’re the kind of guy that gets hard at the thought of what you can do with a simple bar of soap.”

      I frowned but a smile threatened to break through. Levi chuckled as he mimed rubbing a bar of soap onto his hands and tossing himself off.

      “And y’all are accusing me of having a dirty mind?” I mockingly complained, pretending to feel offended. “I invite you all to spend my birthday with me and this is the thanks I get. Fuck the lot of you, I’m off to organize a plane to take you ungrateful bastards on a mini vacation.”

      “Language please, Deakon,” Trinnie admonished in a clipped tone as I wandered toward the hallway. I ignored her and flipped them the bird on my way out the door.
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      “Oh. My. God. This looks incredible,” Sadie mumbled as she stood in front of the huge floor to ceiling window in my cabin’s great room. She gasped in awe as her huge brown eyes scanned the panoramic view of the perfect, picturesque landscape. Snow still glistened on the vast mountain peaks as their reflection, together with the lush green conifer trees beneath, mirrored their splendour in the aqua-blue water of Lake Tahoe.

      “What did I tell you, it’s a sight for sore eyes,” I said as I stood alongside her, our arms brushing together by accident. A breath caught in her throat, and she shivered as her eyes darted down to our point of contact before she glanced up to my eyes. I could see she was acting unsure about our connection despite the palpable spark between us. I could have made a big deal of her reaction, but I chose to ignore it. “Your reaction to this little piece of paradise is much the same as mine was the first time I saw it. Are you glad you came now?”

      “I am,” Sadie admitted decisively. She glanced at me, and our eyes locked in a connection I can only describe for my part as magnetic. A small thrill set my heart racing when she held my gaze a moment too long, then quickly turned away and stared out of the window again. “You promised me fun and I’m going to hold you to that. No fighting, just some platonic fun. Don’t make me regret being here,” she added without looking back at me. If there were any doubts, she felt our sexual connection she had dispelled them with those few words.

      “I’d hate you to have regrets.” My comment was loaded both from the fact we’d already had sex so we knew one another’s bodies, but I also said it in a way that sounded flirty and casual. “Friendship is all I’m after.”

      If my truth be known, and despite the infighting between us, that wasn’t strictly true. It bugged me as to why I found Sadie so hard to resist. She was hard work to even talk to sometimes, yet at the same time, the girl didn’t need to do anything to turn me on. I found her hot no matter what mood she was in or how hard of a time she gave me. I figured a blind man would likely find her the worst date in the world with that snarky, gritty nature of hers. But to any man with two working eyes in his head, Sadie was seriously all woman.

      Sometimes I even got so hard when we fought because anger brought a dark, passionate fire into her eyes, that I almost forgot to think of her as anything other than Levi’s treasured housekeeper.

      “All right, friends,” she agreed. It took everything in me to step back and leave her standing there. I had been enjoying our private moment, being close to her, suspended in another truce of my making. But I accepted Sadie worked at her own pace. But I also believed if she’d relaxed and remembered she had given herself to me once, remembered how I’d made her feel that night, then she might consider the prospect of doing it again.

      Levi’s sister Beth decided last minute to join us, making us a party of ten, with Greg, and our security guys, Mikey and Raff. “You’ve got yourself quite the ripped body there, Deakon.” My hands were full as I hooked up one of my three jet skis on the hydraulic lift, and manoeuvred it from my small boat house into the water. Beth took advantage of this and ran her hand over my abs. I felt nothing from her touch.

      I grinned and rippled my six pack in a playful gesture. “Thanks.”

      Sadie’s eyes narrowed at Beth’s playful gesture.

      “What do you think, Sadie?” she probed mischievously with a raised brow.

      I studied Sadie, interested to hear her reply. A flush crept up her neck at being put on the spot. “Sadie?” Beth prompted again when she was slow to answer. I heard a click at the back of her throat as Sadie swallowed before she shrugged one shoulder. “I suppose,” she muttered, not allowing herself to fully commit her agreement. I didn’t miss how she bit her lip when her hungry eyes raked over my torso again.

      I knew I looked fit. It had taken years of a dedicated gym routine to transform my body from the weedy looking teen I had been, to the muscular physique I now had. The journey hadn’t been without its setbacks of blood, sweat and tears either. So, I was no longer shy about my body or of anyone looking at it.

      “High praise indeed,” Beth muttered sarcastically. “Would it kill you to admit he has an amazingly, buff torso?”

      “You have an amazing, buff torso,” Sadie muttered, repeating what Beth had said, but without the same enthusiasm. Most people would have taken how she said it as disingenuous, but I knew Sadie enough to know she was embarrassed at being put on the spot. She already knew how I looked without my shorts, had touched almost every inch of my body and I’d been inside her, so I wasn’t surprised she was reluctant to comment.

      “Thank you. No steroids or other enhancements were used in the construction of this fabulous body,” I replied playfully, using a commercial voiceover tone like those in a cheesy TV advertisement, all the while slapping my pecs and my abs.

      “Although, I don’t really care about aesthetics,” Sadie sniped, when she’d given Beth’s question a little more thought. “How a man treats a woman counts far more to me, than what he looks like.” Her words instantly minimalized the comment she’d made before, no matter how matter of fact it had sounded. This was the Sadie I knew. The Sadie that wanted to push everyone as far the fuck away from her as she could.

      “Right. Beth, do you need someone with you, or can you jet ski alone?” I asked, shrugging off Sadie’s snarky put down.

      “Oh, I definitely need someone to drive,” she muttered and glanced behind her when she heard footsteps.

      “I got you, sis,” Levi remarked as he came padding down the small dock to the boathouse in a pair of black board shorts and his big bare feet.

      “Trinnie and Gabby didn’t want to come?” I asked, glancing past him to see if they were on their way.

      “Gabrielle is playing hairdresser with Evangelina. As you can see, Gabby’s learning to do plaits now.” He turned to show us two small plaits woven together into his hair at the back.

      “Nice! You should get her to dress your hair next time we go out on a gig,” I joked.

      Levi chuckled. “Neat, right?” he agreed. “Come on, sis,” Levi prompted Beth and followed me back into the boat house. We hooked up a second jet ski and lowered it alongside the other one.

      “What about the guys?” I asked.

      “Mikey and Raff have both been for a swim already, Korry’s scoring some music and Greg’s still in bed.”

      I glanced toward Sadie and hesitated before lowering the third machine into the water. “Can you go it alone or do you want to ride with me?”

      “Wi … with you,” Levi and I glanced at one another, shocked by her choice. A pang of excitement coursed through me.

      “Good, then we’re ready to get started.”

      While I secured the hydraulic hoist back in the boathouse, Levi jumped on the first jet ski and told Beth to climb on behind him. Without waiting for us, he started the engine and sped away from the dock, leaving Sadie and I alone.

      “You sure you’re okay to ride with me? No pun intended of course,” I asked with a straight face to give Sadie one last chance to back down.

      “Yep,” she replied without looking at me, passed me and straddled the front of the seat on the jet ski.

      “No, baby, you need to slide back. You’ll be hanging on behind me.”

      Sadie shook her head. “No chance … and I’m not your baby. If we’re riding together, I’m controlling this thing.”

      “You want to drive?” For a moment I was unsure whether I could deal with riding pillion behind her. It meant hugging her tight and with my building attraction toward her, I didn’t need to consider it as a bad idea.

      “It’s the only way I’m riding on it at all,” she threatened.

      “Do you even know how?” I asked, thrown by the fact she might back out if she wasn’t in control. Her need to be in control was a typical trait of Sadie’s.

      “Of course, I do. I’ve driven jet skis loads of times as a teen with my dad riding pillion,” she disclosed. I quietly noted this was the first time Sadie had ever mentioned her family.

      While I digested this nugget of information, I watched Levi and Beth bouncing around making waves before I set my concerned eyes back on her. Sadie’s gaze narrowed and she gave me a cocky smirk. “Is the big, bad rock star too chicken to get on this thing with me?” she goaded. Her playful tone was one I’d never heard before.

      “Hell no,” I argued as I threw caution to the wind and scooted down the step. I climbed behind her and settled into the seat. Sadie moved as I was getting comfortable, and my semi hard cock inadvertently brushed against her plump, round little ass. Hearing her breath hitch made my heart stall. “Fuck,” I breathed out as my cock grew to full mast in an instant.

      Sadie’s body didn’t stiffen like I’d expected it would when I wrapped my arms around her waist. She glanced over her shoulder at me, but the look of uncertainty in her eyes suggested that she hadn’t thought this part through. “What?” I asked. “You can’t drive if I can’t hold on,” I reasoned. I watched her consider my point before she looked ahead again and fired up the motor.

      If anyone had told me how difficult my task would be to ride behind someone on a jet ski and not get turned on from the friction of being behind them, I never would have agreed to riding pillion with Sadie. Although she drove proficiently, my concentration was firmly in my groin as I tried to keep my painfully engorged dick away from rubbing up against her ass. Aside from that, she had suntan lotion on and as soon as her body got wet, the skin on her arms and legs had turned extra slick. Feeling my legs gliding up and down hers as we bounced over the waves almost drove me crazy.
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      “Oh. My. God. How much fun was that?” Beth gushed. She looked beet red, windswept and soaked to the skin as she clambered back onto the dock after their ride was over. “We should really have worn life jackets, but the feel of the spray on my body from the waves felt exhilarating.” I flashed her a smile, thankful both Sadie and I had worn life jackets which had acted like small buffers and had stopped me from completely dry humping her. I glanced toward Sadie on tiptoe hanging up hers and a strange feeling of melancholy settled in my chest now that the activity was over.

      Between holding Sadie close to my chest and trying to keep my cock from nudging her ass at the same time, I’d been in hell. It had been the least enjoyable ride of my life. Accidently brushing up against her couldn’t be avoided, yet it felt weird to know that the girl who usually rubbed me the wrong way was the same person who had inadvertently let me rub against her like that without having anything cutting to say.

      Sadie didn’t comment as she stood in her tight, little, sky-blue bikini and stared out over the water, and I considered how aroused I’d been sitting behind her.

      “Is someone coming to barbecue?” Levi asked before he bent forward and shook loose droplets of water from his long locks.

      I nodded. “Yeah, the grill chef should be here around 1:00 p.m. if you want something before that there’s a pile of cold cuts and a cheese platter in the outside refrigerator, the housekeeper said.”

      “Cool. Are you coming, ladies?” Levi asked as he nodded his head toward the covered barbecue area.

      “If it’s okay with Sadie, I’d like a quick word with her,” I said, almost too quickly.

      Levi’s eyes darkened as he looked from me toward Sadie for a second. I thought she was going to say no, but she glanced toward him and shrugged. “Fine. I’ll catch up to you both in a minute,” she informed him and Beth.

      Levi hesitated for a moment before he shot me a warning look. “Right, I’ll see you up there.” I heard what he hadn’t said in his tone. I knew I’d have a very short time with Sadie before he came looking for her, and I’d better not piss her off.

      The moment they were out of earshot, I touched Sadie’s cool forearm to ensure she was paying attention and then I let it go again. “Listen, I need to apologize for my dick,” I began with a sheepish smile. “It does its own thing under certain … conditions.” I held a hand up like I was swearing an oath. “But I swear, I spent the whole ride trying either to talk it down in my head or trying to stop it from bumping against you. It was nigh on impossible given the speed and the G-force that thing has.” I nodded toward the jet ski.

      “I know,” she said flatly.

      My eyes narrowed as she continued to look out at the water. “That’s it? You’re not going to dig me out about getting horny?” I asked in disbelief.

      “It wasn’t on purpose, right? I mean I can tell the difference when a guy’s turned on by my body.”

      “Listen, baby. It doesn’t take much from you to turn me on … I mean I was trying to be on my best behavior but my dick didn’t read the ‘don’t get hard it’s Sadie’ memo.”

      She chuckled and I felt relieved. “It’s okay, I’m not mad. But you really need to quit calling me baby.”

      “I can see you’re not mad. Sometimes you surprise the hell out of me. I was expecting a black eye for what went on out there.”

      Sadie laughed and shook her head. “I’d only have done that if I’d felt you weren’t trying hard enough to behave.”

      I grinned, relieved at the smile that quirked on her lips. “Good. I’m glad we got that worked out without a knockdown, drag out contest,” I teased.

      “Me too … I mean I had to take pity. You wouldn’t be that much of a challenge.”

      I chuckled and flung an arm over her shoulder. Sadie instantly ducked out of it and grabbed a hold of my wrist. “I agreed you couldn’t help how your body reacted out there,” she said, nodding toward the lake. “But don’t go getting over familiar or that black eye you were worried about might yet materialize.”
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      Although my heart pounded in anticipation as Deakon climbed onto the jet ski, I was surprised by how his strong arms centered me when he wrapped them around my waist. Feeling him close should have made me feel nervous, but the overriding feeling I had was warmth and protection. I figured the padded life jacket must have helped, until the soft hair on his thighs brushed over my bare legs on either side of the seat. The sensation as they brushed over my skin sent a thrill of desire down my spine like I hadn’t felt in years.

      Uncomfortable from the way my core twitched in response to feeling him surrounding me, I adjusted myself on the seat. However, as I moved at the same time as Deakon, his bulge brushed against my butt as he settled in. I reacted by looking behind me and almost laughed when I caught the worried look on his face.

      “Fuck,” I heard him mutter under his breath as he quickly tried to move backward. When I felt him try to make room between us, I knew he’d figure I thought he had done this on purpose.

      For the following fifteen minutes, I left all my fears on the dock as we skimmed over the water, tight and secure in the arms of a beautiful man. The speed freed my mind and invigorated me until the engine suddenly died right as we came alongside a boat. No matter how irrational the thought, I feared someone on it might know me and it would get back to my ex—Jesse Taylor.

      My heart pounded as I desperately scanned the faces of the boat occupants, just to be sure there was no one who knew me. Unless someone suffered from a traumatic event, they could never understand how illogical fear can cripple a mind in this way.

      Fortunately, Deakon corrected my stall and had us moving in seconds, but the scare had instantly taken any fun I was having away. Feeling relieved but still concerned after the brush with my reality, I immediately headed straight back to the boathouse.

      Being at the cabin with everyone had given me a taste of a free mind. I had allowed myself to believe there was hope in my future. But it had also heightened my awareness of what I was missing in life, as it also reminded me how much the abuse from my past still held me prisoner in my own body.
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      “Hey, gorgeous, you’re not hungry?” Deakon asked as he sat on the lounger opposite me with a huge, loaded burger bun. He chuckled and I realized I’d automatically taken off my sunglasses and scowled at his flirty vibe.

      Deakon was a natural flirt. Deep down it secretly thrilled me that he bothered to attempt to target me. But it felt pointless to indulge in this attraction that existed between us. I took a deep breath and exhaled. “I am. But I’m waiting for the vultures to disperse.” I tipped my chin in the direction of the barbecue grill where everyone huddled around the chef. The background music was “Friends, Lovers or Nothing” sung by John Mayer. It was a song Deakon had played on the guitar at Levi’s one night as my boss sang, and I figured it must be special to him, since it was on Deakon’s playlist now.

      “Still glad you came?” he asked, sprawling his large frame along the length of his lounger. My eyes instantly roamed the length of him—from his strong, tan legs, up over the sizeable bulge and past the waistband of his blue boardshorts until they settled on his mesmerizing, tan, six-pack abs. A small trail of dark hair disappeared into his shorts and for a moment I lost myself to the memory of when I’d traced it with a fingertip, the night we’d hooked up.

      Deakon cleared his throat. “Hello! I’m up here, Sadie,” he muttered gruffly. My gaze darted to his face but dropped to his incredible tattooed pecs, and I felt my cheeks burn. I forced myself to meet his gaze and saw Deakon’s mouth stretch in a slow, sexy grin. My heart skipped a beat when I saw how intensely he stared at me. Way to go, Sadie. Busted. “Whoa. I think you got a little distracted there,” he teased. “Let me repeat my question for you,” he said, chuckling. “Are you still glad you came?” His gaze dropped to his burger. He bit a huge chunk off and began chewing.

      I tried to act normal and nodded. “Yeah, it’s amazing here. I’m glad I let you talk me into it.” As he began to devour his food my hungry eyes became glued to his perfect, plump lips as I watched him chew. Subconsciously, I licked my own lips in anticipation of what my burger might taste like and realized what I’d done the moment Deakon held his burger toward me.

      “Want a bite?”

      I shook my head, embarrassed I’d been caught watching him again. “No, I can wait.” My reply came out in a rush, and I made my eyes scan the lakeside to distract me from the chargeable chemistry buzzing between us. “I have a tad more restraint than any of you guys,” I muttered as I tried not to sound flustered.

      “Maybe. But how often does someone cook for you? Other than take-out food? You prepare all the meals at Levi’s.”

      “I like cooking and baking. It keeps me busy.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he asked, shifting on the lounger and turning on his side to face me. “And what else would you like to do to keep you busy?” he asked suggestively. As if he knew he had overstepped with his flirty comment, Deakon glanced down at the burger in his hand and took another bite.

      I shrugged and tried not to get annoyed with him because I knew he was hinting that my world was small living at Levi’s place. “Are you asking again about my dreams?”

      Of course, I had dreams. At one time, I’d had huge dreams. But they were ones I couldn’t afford to have now.

      “I asked that question with genuine interest. It wasn’t supposed to sound like a loaded one. Maybe I just don’t understand how living at Levi’s is so important to you.”

      “I know you didn’t mean anything by it,” I confessed as my head filled with shame. “I guess I’m just sensitive about it and I overreacted. Fuck, did I overreact,” I repeated with irony. My admission felt freeing because I was horrified at how I’d behaved when he’d hit a raw nerve in me. No one was more frustrated about my circumstance than me.

      “What did you want to do when you were little?” he asked, taking the sting out of my thoughts.

      “An artist. I had big dreams of going to Paris to study … of having a loft somewhere near le Champs-Elyeés with perfect light, to oil paint… and where I could visit le Louvre any time I wanted. I visualized myself standing next to the Mona Lisa holding a replica I’d painted of the same likeness to compare,” I said, laughing. “But I also wanted to spend time sketching the architecture and quaint, ancient streets there too.”

      Deakon raised a brow, sat up, and swung his legs on the deck to sit facing me. “You draw? I didn’t know that. Me too. It’s how I relax on the road. Before being in the band, I had wanted to be a tattoo artist. Got the full inking kit back at the penthouse in Miami. See this?” he asked, sounding animated. He pointed to a small guitar with music notes swirling around it, beneath it in arced, script font it said, ‘Music is the savior of lost souls’.

      I nodded. It was a piece of beautifully intricate artwork.  “I did this … and Korry’s half sleeve, the one of St. Christopher on Greg’s right upper arm … and several of Jude’s.”

      “Damn, I must have been living under a rock all this time. How did I not know this?” Shame washed over me for being so consumed by my plight, I had failed to be interested in much personal information about him.

      “Most of those were done before you came to live at Levi’s. I think I’ve only inked Greg’s piece since you’ve been here.”

      My heart jolted when I remembered the way he’d studied my drawings and I hoped he wouldn’t put two and two together and realize the artist and the model were one and the same—me.

      “Glad you went with music. Art speaks to people, but not in the same way music does.”

      “True. Let’s talk music,” he said, taking another chunk of his burger. “What bands do you like?” he asked with interest as he covered his mouth with his hand.

      I smiled. “Screaming Shadows, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” Deakon repeated with a smug grin, and smoothed his free hand down his bare, tan chest. My thighs squeezed together because even though I knew it was a bad idea, I felt it hard to resist how he drew me in with no real effort. I’d forgotten what lust felt like until I felt that ever present arc of electrical energy whenever I was near him.

      The guys that made up Screaming Shadows were all ‘movie star’ gorgeous with chiselled abs, incredible inked arms and broody expressions that made them so intriguing to women. But Deakon was the one that stood out the most to me. “Who else,” he prompted, and our eyes connected in a moment that stole my breath.

      “Cra… CraVed, RedA,” I stuttered out both band names. I took a deep breath and looked away from the intensity of his gaze until I found my composure again. “But my all-time favorite band apart from you guys would have to be M3rCy. Apart from Levi, no one owns the stage as much as Gibson Barclay.”

      “Yeah. Top choice. M3rCy and AC/DC are my favorites. Gibson’s an insanely talented performer … great guy too. Outside our band, he’s my best buddy.”

      I scoffed in disbelief. “Your buddy is Gibson Barclay?”

      “Yep,” Deakon said quietly. “Me and Gibson are like this,” he said, crossing his fingers to indicate how close he thought they were. “I met him way back when both of our bands played at a festival. M3rCy and our band were billed on the same stage where his band was headlining at the time. Gib and I found we had so much in common we’ve been buddies ever since.”

      “How could I live with Levi and not know you were friends with Gibson Barclay?” I asked, sounding surprised while straightening up on the lounger and frowning.

      He shrugged. “Levi’s never mentioned we’re friends?” he asked. “You would have met him if you’d been on our last tour with us. Hasn’t Levi ever offered to bring you along on tour for the experience?”

      The truth was Levi had invited me. If my circumstances had been different, I’d have jumped at the chance. “Yeah, but all that craziness surrounding you guys isn’t for me. I’d get pissed at some stupid fan and end up getting arrested.”

      “No doubt,” he remarked, laughing.

      “Sadie, are you coming to get some food?” Levi called out from across the elevated deck where we sat.

      “Sure,” I said, stood and wandered toward him. “Back in a minute,” I added casually over my shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll still be here,” he shot back. A smile curved my lips as I looked away because Deakon always wanted the last word.

      “What are you smiling about?” his sister Evangelina asked. “Is my brother hitting on you?”

      “He’d better not be,” Levi warned instantly as he swivelled his hips to look back at me.

      I scoffed, but felt my cheeks heat up as they both focused on me. “Jesus, I’m bitched at for being unsociable and when I am trying to make an effort, there’s obviously something wrong. Butt out of my business. We were talking bands,” I shot back, sounding every inch of the Sadie Levi was used to.

      Levi stood holding his plate in front of him, cocked his head to size me up, and shrugged his shoulders. “I stand corrected.” Turning, he walked away in Trinnie’s direction, leaving Evangelina studying me.

      “What?” I blurted out, making her jump.

      She slapped a hand over her chest. “Jesus, you gave me a fright. Do you always talk to your boss like that?” she asked, glancing over at Levi.

      “When he deserves it,” I snapped back as I followed her gaze. I saw Trinnie and Levi engrossed in an animated conversation with Gabrielle. When I looked back at Evangelina, she was watching her brother.

      “There’s something different about him,” she said through narrowed eyes. “He’s far more attentive toward you than he is with other women.”

      “God help all those other women then, is all I can say.”  A spark of delight coursed through my veins with her comment, despite how nonchalant I had sounded. The grill chef silently gestured toward me to ask if I wanted a burger. I picked how I wanted it loaded, and instead of going back to Deakon, I took my burger and a small bowl of salad and sat at a patio table to eat it. Beth and Evangelina came and sat beside me.

      “I’m telling you he’s got a thing for you,” Evangelina suggested, glancing over in her brother’s direction again.

      “You think?” I gave her a hollow laugh. “I know he’s your brother, but Deakon has a thing for all women.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” she stated firmly. “My brother’s a good guy underneath all that macho rock star stuff. I know who the real Deakon Brosley is. He’s nothing like the reckless guy that goes on tour,” she insisted.

      “I agree. He was all over you that night we went to that club,” Beth chipped in.

      “The only thing he has for me is that he loves to annoy me. Deakon and I fight like a cat and dog,” I insisted as I stared across the deck at him again.

      “Why?” Evangelina asked, frowning.

      “Why what?” I asked after I realized I’d gotten distracted by him again and returned my attention to her again.

      “Why does he rub you the wrong way?” She examined the contents of her burger, put the top of her bun back onto it and squished it flatter with the palm of her hand.

      “I’ll have you know, I’ve never had any complaints about rubbing women wrongly.” A pulse of electricity shot through me when Deakon appeared and slid into the seat next to me.

      “See what I mean about him loving to annoy me?” I flashed her a smug smirk like my thoughts were vindicated. Deakon smiled warmly as he held my gaze and I found it almost impossible to look away.

      Beth had sat quietly listening and laughed. “Do I hear a rock star defending his manner with a poorly disguised, lewd comment? Deakon, the more I get to know you, the smuttier you get,” she remarked with a grin.

      “I’ll have you know that Sadie and I were getting along fine for once until y’all poked your sticky beaks in,” he protested. “Were we not?” He gestured a hand toward me in his defense.

      “We were,” I said deadpan. I gave my burger too much attention for a long moment before I bit into it. If I had managed to appear casual, I didn’t feel it.

      What the hell is going on with me. I can’t afford to get sucked in by this guy. My life is a shitshow as it is. I don’t need more complications or distractions. Besides, Levi would kill Deakon for playing games with me … before Deakon had a chance to break my heart.

      Trinnie called Beth over to show her something Gabrielle had made with a craft set she had brought with her. Evangelina stood at the same time and wandered in their direction as well.

      “Those two have been joined at the hip since we got here,” Deakon remarked of his sister and Beth. I nodded then became aware that his beautiful, big dark eyes were fixed on my mouth.

      I stopped chewing. “Yeah. They’re both great girls,” I offered as I covered my mouth with a hand.

      “Fuck me. Will the real Sadie please stand up,” Deakon replied playfully.

      “They haven’t done anything to piss me off yet,” I reminded him, gesturing with the hand that had been at my mouth now that I’d swallowed my food.

      Deakon laughed. “I’m really liking this girl you are underneath that snarky, growly act you have at home.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not an act … and anyway, I’m taking a vacation from my regular personality.”

      His rumbly laughter made my heart flutter in my chest, and I instantly wanted to hear more of it. “Good, because we’re having a beachside bonfire tonight. I’d hate to get too close to the flames if your pissy mood came out.”

      I chuckled. “You love my pissy mood,” I shot back without thinking.

      He grinned. “Ah, is that you calling me out? I’ll admit sometimes I get off on fighting with you.”

      My smile dropped and I frowned. “I know I don’t. I like you, but you have a natural talent for getting between my cracks sometimes is all.” Meaning, sometimes I felt he went out of his way to upset me.

      He laughed. “I do what? Baby, how can you say that and keep a straight face?”

      “What?” I asked, still frowning.

      “Get between your cracks? What the fuck does that even mean? Sounds like something I’m doing right but getting none of the pleasure from.”

      My eyes widened when I realized how smutty his take on my explanation was and felt my cheeks burn.

      “It wasn’t meant as a sexual inuendo, Deakon. Get your head out of the gutter. I meant …” I sighed because I couldn’t think of any other way to say it, other than what his sister had said. “You rub me the wrong way.”

      “And like I said, I’ve never had complaints like that before,” he replied playfully, again. I knew he was teasing me. “Perhaps you need to teach me … you know … maybe tell me how you like it. People tell me I’m a quick study.” He winked as if to underline his point.

      “See. Like that. Flirting with me,” I snapped, trying to sound snarky but this time I missed the mark and giggled.

      “What’s wrong with flirting. It’s a great way of passing the time. You only need to listen to your boss and his woman. Every day is a regular flirt fest.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s them. They’re a couple, so it’s allowed.”

      “Can’t you pretend we’re a couple then, so I can rub you the right way.” He laughed and shook his head. “And before you go beating my ass, I meant that in a platonic way. I like you, Sadie, really like you … and in your weird, sadistic, dominating way, I think you might like me too.”

      I could hardly deny it. Not after the day I’d had, so I nodded but I couldn’t find words that sounded less complimentary to bring him down a peg or two like I usually would have.

      “I’ll take that nod as an affirmative on that, so don’t go spoiling it by pouring acid on it with words.”

      I was conscious of him paying close attention to me as I took another bite of my burger. As I began chewing, I became self-conscious when he watched my mouth intently.

      “What?” I mumbled, embarrassed.

      “You got …” His hand shot out and he scored the pad of his thumb across my lips. A thrill sent a shockwave through my body, pulsed in my core and I felt myself get wet. My thighs squeezed together of their own accord as my whole body hummed from his intimate gesture.

      As my heart beat wildly, I’d swear I saw the beginnings of a sensual smile on his lips as he pulled his thumb back to reveal a smear of ketchup. He dropped his gaze from mine to look at his thumb and frowned. I held my breath as I watched him consider what to do next.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled as his eyes flicked up to me. He reached over, picked up a napkin and wiped his thumb with it. I exhaled with a mixture of relief and disappointment when he didn’t suck it off.

      I swallowed the contents in my mouth and cleared my throat. For a moment I wasn’t sure how to react before I eyed my soda beside me and took a long, thirsty gulp. “That was forward,” I muttered when I eventually quenched my thirst.

      “Forgot myself,” he offered as the expression on his gorgeous face looked somber.

      Usually, if I felt someone had taken a liberty with me, I’d have reacted in a tirade of abuse. But I believed his explanation and let the incident slide.
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      Smiling faces glowed, lit by the flames of the bonfire as the last chords from my guitar died in the air. I grinned as the girls clapped at the acoustic version of “She Talks to Angels” by The Black Crowes that Levi and I had performed.

      “Damn, I never dreamed I’d be sitting by a lake in the mountains listening to you guys singing just for me,” Beth remarked.

      “It was for us as well. You’re not the only one sitting here,” Sadie informed her dryly. We all chuckled at Sadie’s blunt comeback.

      Beth huffed. “Jesus, you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, we do. You were making it all about you,” Sadie snarked, but smiled in Beth’s direction.

      I watched Sadie laugh with Beth and I tried to remember if I’d ever seen her so relaxed before. My mind flitted back to the few precious moments we’d shared earlier in the day. One minute she gave me a vibe she was into me and the next she nearly withdrew into herself again. I’d taken advantage with my gesture of scoring her lips with my thumb, but I knew in my soul if she’d licked her lips, I’d have gotten hard and that would have felt worse than any wrath she might have sprung on me from touching her.

      “My turn,” my sister Lina said, pulling me out of my reverie.

      I winced and shook my head. “Fuck. No, Evangelina, please,” I begged. I only ever said her full name when I was mad at her. “Tonight’s supposed to be relaxing—don’t spoil it. When you sing, it gives me hives. You sound like a cat being wrung out through a wringer.”

      “What are you, the singing police? You’re not a judge on The Voice,” she sneered, sounding like the teen she was. “If I want to sing then who are you to say no?” she argued.

      “Deakon Brosley of Screaming Shadows,” I reminded her. “This is what I do for a living. That kinda makes me an expert and we don’t want you to sing.”

      “You don’t want me to sing, you mean,” she insisted, determinedly. “Go on, play ‘Wake Me Up When September Ends’ by Green Day or I’ll sing it acapella.”

      “Lina, I like that song. Please don’t make me hate it,” I pleaded.

      “Do it. Play the song for her,” Sadie demanded as she came to Lina’s assistance and stared me straight in the eyes.

      I smirked at her defending Lina because I knew she’d live to regret that and shrugged. “Alright. But you’ll be sorry. Don’t say I didn’t try to warn y’all,” I said as I gave in.

      I began to strum the simple intro chords of the song and within seconds we all felt the physical assault of Lina’s tuneless effort as she screeched her way through the number with more off-key notes than on.

      “Fuck me,” Levi blurted giving me an astonished look as he sat up straighter with his arm around Trinnie. He lifted his free hand and covered an ear before I glanced toward Sadie. I almost cracked up when I saw her staring, wide eyed in horror that anyone could be as out of tune and have as poor of a sense of timing in her delivery, as my sister.

      Sadie met my gaze, and her incredulous glare made me think she might have been wondering if we were related at all, given Lina’s stark lack of musicality.

      I would have been forgiven for believing Beth had decided to stage an intervention to put us out of our misery when she began clapping halfway through the song. I then realized she was trying to help pace the music to the words for Lina.

      The look of relief on everyone’s faces when my sister eventually finished singing made me bark out a laugh. Each of them sat in silence until Levi lifted his arm over Trinnie’s head and clapped. Trinnie followed suit and I thought how encouraging they were considering Lina’s awful performance. If a song could be murdered, Lina would have been sentenced to death, because she had committed murder in the first degree of that song.

      “I take it you’re both clapping because she’s finished, or you weren’t hearing the same song as I was,” Sadie piped up in her usual snarky opinion. She turned to Lina and shook her head. “I should have listened to your brother. That noise you made would have woken up the dead.”

      Beth’s eyes flitted left and right and I could tell she felt the same, but she put a hand around Lina’s shoulder and flashed her a sympathetic smile. “I think you have potential. It was a little pitchy in places, but I believe with some good vocal coaching and some basic understanding of music, you could make a great deal of progress.”

      “I’m assuming those lessons would take place in a soundproof room somewhere remote, … like … The Himalayas, so she doesn’t offend anyone else?” Sadie chimed in, making the rest of us laugh.

      “At least I tried to contribute this evening. I don’t see you volunteering to entertain anyone,” Lina shot back.

      “No offense, Evangelina, but if I sang like that, I’d save it for the shower … an outdoor one on a mountain top in Nepal, where I believed no one would hear me,” Sadie replied deadpan.

      “At least I had the guts to sing in front of these guys,” Lina pointed at Levi and me.

      “I have plenty of guts,” Sadie retorted as she side-eyed her.

      Lina scoffed. “If you think you can do any better, let’s hear it. I dare you.”

      We all fully expected Sadie to back down, throw some ballsy remark and strut back to the house. So, when she shrugged her shoulders and tilted her head as if she was considering Lina’s dare. A shocked look passed between me and Levi and I could see he was as stunned as I was.

      “Okay. Let me think,” she said. My eyes instantly darted to my bandmate again. The deep frown line between his eyes echoed my own confusion.

      “Sylvia’s Mother,” she said. I frowned and stared her out for a few seconds.

      Thinking she’d believe I didn’t know the song I began to pick out the tune on my guitar. “This one … Dr. Hook?” I asked as I began softly playing the first few bars and wondered why she’d picked such a strange choice.

      “Yeah, that’s the one.”

      I nodded. “Alright, when you’re ready.”

      She nodded once. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      I began to play not believing for a minute she was going to join in, but when she did, my heart almost exploded in my chest. Sadie had a unique, gritty tone to her voice that instantly captivated everyone. I felt in awe of the enormous depth of emotion she managed to convey during her controlled, unhurried vocals, and as had happened when she’d danced, I became so caught up in her mesmerizing performance, I almost forgot to play.  Reluctantly, I glanced over toward Levi and saw he was as equally enthralled by her incredible, hidden talent.

      When my lungs felt as if they would burst out of my chest, I realized Sadie had taken my breath away. Goosebumps remained on my skin from some of the powerful notes she had effortlessly belted out.

      “Wow. What the fuck was that? I’ve never heard you sing … not even with the radio. Where did you learn to use that awesome set of pipes you’ve got?” Levi asked his housekeeper.

      “School choir. I was a soloist,” she stated flatly. “I used to love singing, but that was a lifetime ago.”

      “Christ, Sadie. You weren’t even shy about singing to these guys,” Trinnie marveled as she wagged a finger between Levi and me.

      Sadie shrugged and stole a glance in my direction. She looked embarrassed and I sensed how hard she felt it was for her to be sociable. I began to clap, and the others readily joined in. “Baby, that was exceptional. You moved me.”

      Sadie instantly frowned. “I’m not your baby. Quit calling me that.”

      “Fuck, I can’t keep up,” I teased. “Don’t compliment you. Don’t call you X, Y or Z names, the ‘don’t do’ list is getting longer by the day. How the hell do you expect me to keep up with all your rules when you surprise me with something like that?”

      Sadie stood up and adjusted her shorts around the top of her thighs. The sexy little wiggle she did drew my eager eyes to her long, slender legs that had always held so much fascination for me. I looked back up and trained my eyes on hers. The zap of shock I got from our connection made my heart race. Fuck.

      For a second she looked disorientated, but when she composed herself, she rolled her gaze toward her brows, she appeared unimpressed by our effort to praise her. “I can see I’m going to need more wine to get through the next couple of hours. Anyone else want your wine topped off?” she asked as she gingerly plotted her steps around the bonfire until she was clear of everyone’s legs.

      I jumped to my feet. “I’ll come with you. I could do with taking a leak before I drink anything else.”

      Sadie didn’t wait for me, so I followed her up the steps from my private stretch of beach to my patio area.

      By the time I reached her, Sadie was already at the outside bar trying to open a new bottle of French white wine. “Shit,” she remarked as she caught her fingernail on a small piece of metal covering the cork.

      “Let me see,” I ordered, taking the unopened bottle from her hand and setting it back on the table. When I glanced up, she was sucking the tip of her index finger with her full, luscious red lips and I almost groaned. She pulled her fingertip out to look at it. “Show me.” I took her hand in mine and began to examine the cut. “Ouch. You’ll need a Band-Aid for that to keep out the germs until it closes over again,” I warned. “I’m sure my housekeeper will have a first aid box somewhere.”

      “Yes, Dad,” she responded in a condescending tone.

      “No problem, baby,” I shot back. A frown creased her brow, but she bit back a grin. “Ah, and there’s that incredible smile you’ve been hiding for most of the night. Let’s make a deal, don’t call me Dad and I won’t call you baby.”

      I figured by how her smile widened, my playful suggestion had been a hit.

      “Right,” she agreed.

      In that moment I saw the sweet young woman Sadie was beneath the front she displayed.

      “Okay, now, darlin’, let’s sort your finger out and get drunk.”

      “Don’t push it,” she warned, but I heard the amusement in her tone as I tested out yet another pet name to add to my list.
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      It was well into the early morning when everyone retired to bed.  We’d all drunk copious amounts of alcohol, beer or wine. Out of habit, I’d hung back in the kitchen. Even though I was more than a little tipsy, I stacked glasses in the dishwasher to save the housekeeper from coming into a messy kitchen as it was a particular pet-peeve of mine. Greg and Korry were in the lounge watching porn and the only other person still up was Deakon. I glanced through the kitchen window and noticed how he cut a lonely figure still sitting down by the dying bonfire all by himself.

      It had been the most positive, stimulating day I’d had in a long time, and I wasn’t ready for it to end. It had been years since I’d felt safe enough to be myself outside of Levi’s house. Needing something to sober me up a bit, I made a fresh pot of coffee, poured two mugs full and carried one down to Deakon.

      “What’s up?” He glanced up at me and flashed a soft, welcoming smile as I sauntered down the steps with both mugs in my hands.

      “I thought you’d gone to bed,” he said.

      “Guilt made me stack the dishwasher. If I’d walked in on that mess at home, I’d have blasted you all out for days.”

      “No doubt about that.” He chuckled.

      I handed him a mug and sat on a bench seat near him. As I stared into the fire watching the small embers crackle in one of the last two logs still alight, I became aware Deakon was quietly observing me.

      “What?” I glanced up at him briefly, before staring back at the fire.

      Deakon scooted closer. “Did you have fun today?”

      I couldn’t remember the last time my mind hadn’t been full of fear of Jesse. “I did,” I admitted. “It was the most relaxing day I’ve had in years.”

      “I’m glad. You’re an amazing girl, Sadie.” My heart leapt because from his tone I sensed he was serious.

      I side eyed him after a minute and frowned. “Am I supposed to return the compliment?” I asked, curious to know what he’d say.

      “Not if it would be disingenuous.” Without waiting for me to say something else he went on. “I’m so happy you came here. I’m enjoying getting to know you better.”

      “I’m pleased I came too,” I agreed. My default inner survival mode fired a warning about Deakon’s friendly remarks. He was a seasoned player with a notorious reputation that had already earned him a heap of love ‘em and leave ‘em accolades.

      I stared back toward the fire and considered how effortlessly attentive and caring Deakon had been all day and concluded that the guy sitting beside me wasn’t Deakon Brosley, the rock star. It was Deakon, Levi’s friend … and mine, if I were to believe that’s what he wanted from me.

      Agreeing to the invite to Lake Tahoe had felt risky, and it was the second time I’d placed my trust in a man few would regard as a safe one. But both he and Levi had shown me they were fiercely protective men.

      I thought back to how I’d felt when I’d met Levi. Placing my trust in a rock star was a desperate move I’d made with him, and I was extremely fortunate how that had turned out. But prior to Levi, I’d placed my trust in Jesse, a man I had thought was ‘the one’.  It’s hard to believe now, that I’d been stupid enough to give everything up for him.

      Everyone had tried to warn me—my parents and friends. Back then, I thought everyone was either being overprotective or jealous and they just couldn’t understand that I had found the love of my life. Unfortunately, I realized too late that they had been right. I’d thought Jesse Taylor would always protect me, but he turned out to be a ruthless predator who quickly turned my life into a living hell.

      Now I felt wary of everyone—male and female, given that some of the women in Jesse’s circle were far more ruthless than the men.

      From the moment I’d met Levi, there was a connection I still can’t explain. It was a connection beyond words, that he understood my pain. Since then, he’d always treated me as his equal, spoke to me with understanding, and he knew exactly when to give me the space I needed to breathe. I felt his love and humility in that first conversation when he’d taken the time to chat with me, a homeless girl.

      “At the risk of another fight, can I ask if you have ever been in a steady relationship?” Deakon’s voice disrupted my reflective thoughts. I turned to look at him as he hugged his mug of coffee with both hands. He wasn’t looking at me and appeared mesmerized by the flames of the fire.

      “Have you?” I countered, not sure whether I wanted to give anything away that might provoke more questions about my past.

      “Not really. I’ve never found anyone that gets me.”

      “What is there to get? You’re a guy with a manwhore reputation,” I joked, smiling. When he didn’t respond to my jibe, my smile faltered and I took his comment more seriously. “I’m only teasing. Since I’ve gotten to know you here, I think there’s more to your story than that shallow rock star we see in TV interviews.”

      “Thanks. But I asked you the question first, and you haven’t answered me. What I want to know is, have you ever been in love?” Deakon turned his head toward me.

      I shrugged, for once not scared to say a little about myself. “I thought I was.”

      “Thought you were? Was it puppy love or did you have a reality check?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      He shrugged. “I figure whatever happened to you involved someone you love.”

      “Loved,” I corrected because he wasn’t wrong. But it was a love built on lies and deception. “I was head over heels … although I don’t think I could hate anyone more than him now.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Please, I can’t …” Emotion tightened my throat, like a noose squeezing my neck.

      “We care about you, Sadie … I care about you. I’d love to know you better. That’s not an easy task when half the time I appear to rub you the wrong way, like my sister suggests.”

      “I’m not …” I stopped and started again. “Don’t play with me. You’re used to getting what you want … and I don’t need complications …” I sighed unsure how to express myself. “I need my job—my home. There’s too much to risk all of that on a one-night stand.”

      He moved over beside me and nudged my shoulder with his. “Well … hooking up isn’t a priority when I think about you. That said, I’m not going to lie and pretend I’d turn you down,” he replied, chuckling. My heart pounded as I fought to hold his gaze. “Look at you. I believe you are one of the prettiest, most complex women I’ve ever met in my life. A natural beauty. It doesn’t help that you are exactly my type.” His tone was playful, but I heard emotion that suggested his words rang true.

      “You’re not exactly ugly yourself,” I joked. “But anything between us would be an extremely bad idea.” My heart pounded when I didn’t dismiss him out of hand like I had, many times in the past.

      He leaned in and the smell of bonfire, coffee and whiskey mingled with his natural scent. Warmth radiated from his body toward mine. He bumped shoulders with me and slapped his hand over his torso. “Ah, so you are attracted to me. How can you not want this body?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t.”

      He smiled. “Liar.” We laughed. “All joking aside, I know you have stuff to deal with before you’d be ready to be in a relationship. I can sense whatever happened to you in the past is still there … filling your mind, stealing your life from beneath you. Maybe one day, you’ll feel you can trust either Levi, me or one of the others in our dysfunctional band family, so that we can help you.”

      I nodded. “Thanks… and you’re right. Most of the time, I feel like my head is barely above water. That’s the reason I keep my world small right now,” I admitted.

      “But you’ve been at Levi’s for a long time now, baby … darlin’… Sadie.” We chuckled before his face grew serious again. “Sooner or later, you’ve got to let out what’s gone on. It’s not healthy to hold on to trauma, it’ll eat you up inside.”

      “You sound as if something happened to you,” I remarked to remove the attention from myself.

      “My story is no secret. I had good groundings in my childhood. My dad was my hero—he died when I was fourteen. After that, my family’s life turned into a shitshow of the wildest kind.”

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” I said.

      He nodded. “Thanks. He’s been dead for over half of my life, but it feels like yesterday,” he admitted. “His death was only the beginning of the trauma that my siblings and I have gone through.”

      “What about your mom?”

      He scoffed. “She’s now a hooker turned junkie, thanks to the guy who calls himself my stepdad. That’s why it’s so important to get Lina away from our town. I don’t need a crystal ball to know what my stepfather and his crooked son have in mind for her now that she’s no longer a minor.”

      “You need to get her as far away from them as humanly possible,” I blurted in agreement as I read between the lines.

      Deakon’s head snapped up and turned his head toward me. “You said that like you relate.”

      I twisted my lips to bite back the confession that was on the tip of my tongue. Closing my eyes, I shook my head. “I can’t …” I whispered as a strong tide of emotion swelled from my guts and left a wave of nausea.

      Deakon reached out and took my hand. He squeezed it tight. “It’s okay, baby. I got you.” It was the third time in as many minutes he’d called me by that name, yet it somehow felt different when he said it and I hadn’t called him out on it.

      We sat in silence while I drew comfort from our clasped hands. I felt oddly at peace in my heart sitting there with him.

      Eventually he nudged my shoulder again. “Ready to go inside yet?” I shook my head because I knew despite the wine, after talking about my past … even that little bit, it would take me hours to fall asleep. Deakon reached over with his free hand and threw two extra logs on the fire. “Good, me neither,” he replied, as he gave my hand another squeeze. “Did you know it’s my birthday, the day after tomorrow?”

      I shook my head, sad that I hadn’t known before we’d arrived, and annoyed that Levi hadn’t told me. I briefly wondered if Amazon delivered and thought of using the company card I had, but I figured that would have given Deakon’s privacy away.

      “Want me to make you a cake?” I asked. It was the first thing I could think of.

      “You’d make me a cake?” he asked, surprised.

      “Of course. I mean it won’t be fancy, because I doubt I’d get royal icing or frosting up here so easily. But there’s plenty of jelly, fresh fruit and fresh cream in the fridge. I’m sure I could knock something up.”

      “First time I’m pleased something is going to get knocked up in my honor,” he said, laughing.

      “Have you ever had that?” I asked, curious if anyone had fallen pregnant by him. My chest tightened, depressed at the thought he might have had children somewhere. For some reason that made him feel even more inaccessible to me.

      His eyes dulled. “Yeah, a few times. Liars … every one of them. I’ve never had sex without a condom apart from one time in high school. It scared the shit out of me afterward when her period was late.”

      “What happened?”

      “Oh, it came two days later and I was so relieved I broke up with her,” he muttered, giving me a sheepish smirk.

      “And that put you off sex for a while?” I teased.

      “Right. But I’m a man and sex is natural,” he reasoned. “At least guys think that. We’re not as ashamed to admit we enjoy it in the same way as some girls are. Then again, I was brought up with a heightened awareness around it. I used to think my siblings and I were the only kids who’d faced their mom being a hooker. But Gibson taught me differently. I think our moms’ pasts is what bonded us.”

      “Bonded who … your siblings … Gibson?” I asked, unsure what she meant.

      “Yeah, Gibson. His mom was a sex worker like mine. Difference was that Gibson grew up in a brothel. He had lots of women that took care of him there, and being exposed to sex from a young age, he’s comfortable in his skin. The difference between him and me is he was never shamed in the same way as us kids were. You’ve seen Gibson, who’d be stupid enough to take him on? Anyway, it was different circumstances for us. Our mom slept with other women’s husbands… her neighbors’ husbands, in our trailer park. You can imagine the shit us kids got from everyone around us because of this.”

      “God, that must have been horrific to deal with,” I agreed. I felt shocked and my heart squeezed in sympathy that he’d had to go through that.

      He nodded. “Avery, my sweet twin sister, couldn’t deal with the bullies. She turned to drugs to dull the humiliation and died of a crack overdose.”

      “Oh. My. God. How come I don’t know any of this about you?” I asked. My heart instantly hurt for what he’d endured.

      Deakon shrugged. “Why would you? You have your own shit going on. It’s consumed you most of the time.”

      “Not to mention that I thought you were a dick until recently,” I added. We both laughed.

      Deakon nodded toward the fire. “This is nice.” He lifted our hands and pressed a soft kiss on the back of mine. “Thank you for letting me in a little.”

      “Thanks for inviting me and sharing your life with me. Last night I had the best night’s sleep I can remember.”

      “Glad to be of service,” he said with a naughty smile and a wink.

      “Only service you’ll be doing with me,” I shot back.

      He grinned. “One day you’ll beg me to take you to bed. I’m telling you this because I believe it’s written in the stars,” he said, glancing up at the night sky.

      “Those would be the stars you’d see right before I knocked you the fuck out for trying.”

      We both laughed and fell silent as we watched the fresh yellow flames that licked into the night air from logs on the fire.

      Deakon turned again and stared intently toward me. He tilted his head. “Let’s take a few more minutes of this no man’s land truce we’ve found ourselves in.” I smiled.

      “Before we go back to hating one another tomorrow,” I added.
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      “Where’s the fire?” I asked as I wandered sleepily into the kitchen and saw Trinnie bustling around picking things up. I caught sight of two suitcases stacked by the door. “Where are you going?”

      “Jude called. Esther’s in labor. Levi wants to be there,” Trinnie informed me in short bursts. “We’ll be back, but with Levi’s family history …” she trailed off.

      I understood how important it was for Levi to be there for his sister. “I thought she wasn’t due for a few more weeks. Are you sure it’s not those false contraction things she’s having?”

      “No. Her water broke. She and Jude are already at the hospital. Their obstetrician reckons as she’s a first-time mom the birth won’t be for around eight more hours. Levi thinks if we hurry, we’ll make it. He called a charter and a car earlier. The driver just arrived to take us to the airport, and Bodhi is going to meet us at West Palm Beach.”

      “Why didn’t he wake me?”

      “He figured you’d still be asleep. He was going to call you from the car as soon as we were on the road.”

      The cabin’s front door opened, and Levi strode purposefully toward the two suitcases. He side-eyed me. “Sorry about this, dude. Blame Esther. Her bun is about baked. We’re heading back for the birth.” Levi turned and looked at Trinnie. “Sweetheart.” he gestured to the suitcases in is hands. “Are these the last of the luggage?”

      Trinnie nodded. “I’m going to call Gabrielle in,” she informed him as she walked toward my patio doors.

      “No need. She and Beth are already in the car. She was out front with Beth and Lina when I was loading up,” Levi informed her.

      “What about Sadie?” I asked. If she was in the car, I wanted to say goodbye.

      “Fuck,” Levi muttered. He ran a hand through his hair. “That’s what I meant to tell you. There’s no room in the car. They only sent a five-seater. She isn’t up yet anyway, and it would take too long to a order bigger car.” He flashed me a guilty smile. “I thought you could sort her out … until we get back. Still aiming to be back for your birthday.”

      “You’re obviously not thinking straight, dude. Go. Give Esther and Jude our love. Don’t worry, I’ll figure Sadie out. Call us when you have any news.”

      Trinnie hugged me and left the house to get in the car. Levi was almost out the door when he stopped put his hand on his chin and wandered back across the hallway again. “Dude. Don’t fuck my housekeeper. You hear me?” he warned, tossing his gaze upstairs to where we both knew Sadie was.

      “Get the fuck out. Don’t ask me to take care of her on the one hand and warn me off her on the other. Sadie and I are good. She’s opening up to me. We had a long chat last night after you’d gone to bed. I’m not going to do anything to disrupt the trust I’m building.”

      Levi nodded and turned to leave. He stopped again and held the handle on the door. “Thanks for the last couple of days. We need to do this again when things calm down on the baby front. Next time, Jude and Esther should come as well.”

      I nodded. “It’s a date. Now fuck off before you turn emotional and start hugging me or something.” Quick as a flash, Levi crossed the space between us and lifted me off the floor. He licked my face and set me down. “Love you, dude. Call you later.”

      “Well, that looked entertaining,” I spun around to see Lina leaning against the kitchen door frame. “Esther’s having her baby,” I explained.

      “Oh, so Levi licks everyone like a dog when he’s excited? Are you sure he didn’t dry hump your leg and piss all over the floor as well?” Lina made a show of inspecting the floor tiles.

      I chuckled. “And you’re the future shrink that’s going to heal fucked up minds?”

      She grinned. “That would be me.” She curtsied. “I can’t wait to get inside your head.”

      I laughed. The thought of her knowing how my twisted mind worked freaked me out. “Shrinks are expensive.”

      “Not with a family discount,” she shot back. I stared at her for a few moments and realized she’d made it. She was only a baby when life became hard for our family. I loved her desperately and felt relieved she was safe with me. I knew our time together could only be temporary before that vulture of a stepbrother would come circling around me looking for her. But as soon as I had her safely situated in Colorado under Gibson and Chloe’s watchful gaze, I believed I’d breathe much easier.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me and those stoners you brought with you,” Lina joked about Greg and Korry. “What should we do today?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Shit. Don’t you know? Sadie hasn’t gone. Levi left her behind because they’d sent the wrong car and she wasn’t out of bed. I’ll put her on a plane this afternoon.”

      “Damn, she’s going to be pissed about that. She told me how you’d both coaxed her here in the first place.”

      “It’ll be fine. I’ll speak to her when she comes down and figure out a plan.”

      “Amazing. I can’t wait to go up to Gibson and Chloe’s next week. I’m dying to see the facility. Chloe’s been incredible. She’s organized an apartment for me at the retreat for the days I’m not in school. She reckons it’s only a twenty-minute flight from somewhere near the college campus, so I’ll be there most of the time when I don’t have classes.”

      “Don’t fuck it up, Lina. Gib and Chloe are the best kind of people.”

      “Oh, I have no intention of doing that. Who would want to get on the wrong side of Gibson?”

      I smiled because Gibson was the ultimate alpha male, hard to befriend if he didn’t like you, but incredibly protective and loyal if he let you in. Fortunately for me, we clicked.
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      There hadn’t been one day since I’d ran out on Jesse where I’d woken up feeling peaceful, until today. I stirred from sleep to a quiet house and suspected it must still be early. Shifting the comforter off my head I opened my eyes and glanced at the bedside clock on the nightstand. My heart instantly raced, and I shot up on my elbows when I saw it was 1:15 p.m.

      “Damn,” I muttered as I shoved off the covers and edged my way to the side of the bed. Standing, I wandered over to the window that looked down on the deck and Deakon’s beach and noted no one was there. Evidence of the bonfire had been cleared away and the sand smoothed out again like it had never existed.

      I briefly wondered if they’d all gone out on the jet skis again after reminding myself this would be a possibility since Trinnie, Gabrielle and Evangelina had missed out the day before.

      Grabbing a clean bikini and shorts, I headed into the shower, dressed quickly in the bathroom and after brushing my teeth, I jogged downstairs and into the kitchen. “Can I get you something?” Deakon’s chef asked when he saw me. I glanced out at the patio and saw Deakon and his sister eating sandwiches.

      “Orange juice and toast would be great. White bread with butter …” I said anticipating his next question. He nodded and headed toward the fridge as I reached the patio door.

      “Hey. Damn, I slept late.” Deakon looked up at me and smiled. I realized I sounded in a good mood for once. “Where is everyone?” I asked, shielding my eyes from the sun and glancing along his empty stretch of beach.

      “Sit, I have something to tell you,” he ordered with a wary glance.

      I sat slowly as the patio door opened again and the chef placed my orange juice in front of me.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. Lina snickered and raised a brow as if to say to her brother, tell her.

      “Esther is in labor. Levi, Trinnie, Beth and Gabrielle have gone to West Palm Beach for the birth.”

      “They what?” I shrieked. “Levi just … left me?”

      “Hey, calm down. Don’t be so dramatic. It wasn’t like that. The poor guy’s head was practically up his ass this morning. Esther having a kid is a huge deal to him. It’s his first blood nephew.”

      “And I’m his fucking housekeeper of over two and a half years,” I spat back sounding like a jealous brat. He knew how difficult being away from home was for me, but Deakon was right, it was just a shock to find myself so far from The Keys without him. I heaved in a breath.

      “Calm your tits, baby. It’s a short trip back on a plane if you’re that rattled. Anyone would think he’d abandoned you in the Alps without a compass the way you’re freaking out. He’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “What did you say? Calm my tits? What the fuck? And stop calling me, baby.”

      Lina stood up and picked up her sandwich. She was usually an assertive girl, but there were tones she was hypersensitive too, and she hated volatile situations. “Okay. So, I’m just going to take my lunch inside. The air out here has turned a little hostile.”

      “You need to stop shouting, right now,” Deakon warned. My eyes darted to his sister and instantly picked up on her worried vibe.

      I immediately turned to Lina and shook my head. “I’m sorry, but I mean, what the fuck, right?”

      Lina nodded. “I get it. I’d be pissed too if my boss dragged me across the States and then thought I was inconsequential.”

      The dark look that passed through Deakon’s eyes made me suspect that he thought he had a very small window to deescalate my mood.

      “Sadie, that’s not what he thinks,” he scowled at Lina. “Take your food and go,” he ordered her.

      “Don’t worry, I’m going,” she remarked, needing the last word with him.

      Lina and the chef passed one another at the door. Chef placed the toast in front of me and I stared down at it as tears blurred my vision. I’m not going to cry. Shit. I placed my hand near the plate, but my appetite had gone.

      Deakon covered my hand with his and he gave it a squeeze. “Let’s be rational about this. I can have you home by tonight if that’s what you want, but like I said, they think they’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “You can’t get me home.”

      “Of course, I can. Flights go to Florida from Reno a couple of times a day or there are other airports. We’ll figure out the best one and there will be a car waiting for you when you land.”

      “I … I … I can’t fly …” I stuttered. My chest tightened, crushed under the weight of my fears.

      “Of course, you can,” Deakon placated.

      I shook my head, and he stared, frowning at me, but I was reluctant to explain.

      “You’re not afraid of flying. So, what the fuck is it, Sadie? You were fine on the way here.”

      I shook my head as I tried to think and not panic. I had no money with me, it was back in Florida, so I couldn’t just disappear.

      “I can’t fly. Can you send me home by car?”

      “To Florida?” Deakon’s eyes almost bugged out of his head. He took his hand from mine and sat back in his chair. “Are you crazy? You’re talking three or four long days in the car, same with nights in hotels. Don’t forget we’re on the other side of the country.” Deakon took a bite of his sandwich, but his curious eyes never left mine.

      “I’m a missing person,” I blurted.

      “What?” Deakon sucked in a breath and almost choked on his food. He banged his fist against his chest and coughed. The questioning look he gave me was filled with concern.

      I nodded. “I can’t fly commercial because I can’t present my identification. Flying in a private jet was a huge risk, but I thought as it was in the country and with you guys, I’ve been lost long enough to chance it.”

      “But you drive. Don’t tell me you don’t have a fucking license. How did you get insurance?”

      I nodded. “My car is owned by the label. Levi had Bernadette organized it when I first went to live with him. He told me the insurance is comprehensive and anyone is insured to drive it.”

      “Anyone with a license,” he snapped.

      “I do have a license. It doesn’t expire until next year.”

      “You’d better start talking because I doubt if Levi would have taken you in had he known you were hiding from someone. All the while he’s given you his trust you’ve been using him to cover your tracks.”

      Deakon’s cell phone began to ring, and I saw Greg’s name flash on the screen. He swiped the red icon left and cut it off.

      “Now, Sadie. I mean it. Start talking … and I want the truth.”
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      With an ashen complexion, Sadie’s hand trembled as she picked at a slice of toast on the plate beside her. Worry swarmed in her eyes, as she stared at it and left it suspended mid-air.

      After a few beats, her terrified gaze switched from her toast to me. The moment she let out a shuddery breath and closed her eyes I knew she was going to confess what had shaped the way she behaved.

      “You have no idea how hard this is … how petrified I am right now,” she admitted.

      I saw this for myself because her whole body shook like she’d just climbed out of a freezing-cold plunge pool.

      Plucking the toast from her hand, I laced fingers with hers and covered our hands with my other one.

      “You’ve got nothing to be scared about. There are two massive meatheads here that will ensure nothing happens to you, baby. You’ve got to let this out.”

      Watching her terrified eyes search my face tightened my chest and I felt my temper rise.

      “In your own time, tell me what the fuck happened to you.”

      She nodded but continued to struggle to find her words. My heart raced both from anticipation and the surge of adrenaline that coursed through me.

      “There have been days when what happened to me, has felt like a bad dream, but at night …” she shook her head again. I squeezed her fingers and silently pleaded with her to tell me. “At night, when I’m alone in my bed, I relive every second of my week from hell.”

      “Just be honest. You need to trust me to help you,” I said when she fell silent again. Her indignant stare warned me she found it almost impossible before she shook her head and looked away. “You think I’d make up what happened to me? Trust me I wish it was only fiction.”

      “Just give it to me straight. Hell, I doubt anything you have to say is going to shock me after your throw away comment of ‘I’m a missing person.’”

      “I know and I’m sorry. But I’m fucking terrified.”

      As soon as she dropped her head, I felt frustrated with myself for sounding so impatient and insensitive. “I’m sorry. You can trust me, baby. In your own time,” I said more evenly.

      She nodded. “This so difficult …” she let out a hollow laugh. “None of you will ever look at me the same.” Her warning made me frown. “Jesse …” she paused and swallowed roughly then found it hard to go on.

      “Jesse … your guy?” I asked to prompt her.

      She shuddered at the mention of his name. “I thought he was everything … my world.”

      She stopped speaking again and I struggled to bite my tongue and wait for her to continue. A long minute passed, and I grew impatient. “I guess he fucked you over,” I pressed.

      Sadie closed her eyes and I could have cut out my own tongue for how bluntly I’d sounded.

      I squeezed her hand. “Baby, it’s fine. Nothing you say will shock me. Let it out. While you hold what happened inside, he wins.”

      “Right,” she replied, nodding as if she found courage in what I’d said.

      “I was eighteen … about to go to art school when I met him. He was older … twenty-five at the time.” She shrugged. “He appeared worldly, funny, attentive, experienced, charismatic. You name it, I thought he was so fucking cool.” She scoffed. “He swept me off my feet. He drove this expensive, classic, muscle car and took me to exciting places … bought me flowers and little gifts,” she eyed me like she was worried that I’d consider her to be materialistic. I didn’t. I’d never seen her in designer clothes and apart from the art on her walls there wasn’t much in the pool house to suggest she spent money on herself.

      “I get it. He impressed you. How could any eighteen-year-old girl resist an older guy?”

      “Yeah, and as you might have noticed, that’s not an easy thing to do … to impress me.” She snickered and gave me a wry smirk.

      I chuckled. “You’re not wrong. Go on.”

      “Anyway, he didn’t want me to go away to college. We were in love … at least I was. Or maybe I was just obsessed at the time. My parents hated him and looking back, I suppose they could see what a bad influence he was on me. But Jesse became the sole topic of conversation at home. My mom got fixated about him and tried desperately to make me break things off with him. Eventually the arguments got so bad Dad forbade me to see him.”

      “So, they pushed you toward him. Not an original scenario for a stubborn-minded teenager,” I mused.

      “You called it,” she agreed. “Jesse gnawed away at me about them. Said they were being unfair. He played at being misunderstood to perfection, acting like the injured party, and pleading with me not to give in to them. I suppose my parents became desperate when they gave me a choice—them or Jesse.”

      “At the time, I thought they were being dramatic and forced their hand by moving in with him.”

      “Then what?” I asked. My chest tightened in anticipation of hearing how he’d treated her wrongly.

      “It was about two months before the manipulation and control started. At first, I thought he was being protective of me or worried my dad would come and take me home. Before I knew what was happening, I was a prisoner in his home.”

      “What the fuck,” I muttered in disbelief. “I can’t imagine you being anyone’s prisoner.”

      “He was so clever. He stripped me of any confidence I had, made me feel lucky to have him to protect me, and when I realized how he earned his money, I tried to leave him.”

      “He was a crook? Drug dealer?”

      She shook my head. “Pimp. I swear I had no idea,” she blurted sounding desperate. “He told me he was a gems dealer.”

      “Fuck.” Her eyes widened and I realized how riled I was getting. “Did he …” I couldn’t bring myself to ask if he’d pimped her out, but fortunately I never had to.

      “Sell me?” Sadie finished the sentence for me. “No.” I saw a wave of relief wash over him, but I hadn’t finished my sentence. “He gave me away for free to one of friends.” Tears began streaming down my face.

      “Are you fucking serious?” I roared. “Why didn’t you go to your parents … the police?”

      “Why not? Erm, let me think … that would be because the guy he let use me was a senior police detective.”

      My jaw ticked rapidly as I digested that piece of information. “A cop? And you think this guy is trying to find you … even after all this time?”

      “Yeah. If I’d gone back to my parents, they would have found me there in a heartbeat.”

      “One day after his friend had used me while he watched, he moved me down to his basement and locked me in. Since I’d moved in, there had always been a muscular guy guarding the house. Jesse explained him away as his bodyguard … on account of the precious stones he carried around.”

      “Why didn’t you try to call the police before the guy used you?”

      “He destroyed my cell phone the night I left my parents. Jesse convinced me they’d already placed a tracker on my phone. There wasn’t a landline telephone in the house, and I realized not only was the bodyguard guarding Jesse, but he’d been tasked to watch me as well.”

      Sadie sat in silence, and I considered how frightened she must have been.

      “Fuck, Sadie. How did you get away?”

      “I broke the old shower in the basement,” she began, nervously wringing her hands. “I begged Jesse to let me use the shower in the master bedroom. He was going out to manage the girls, and I knew he’d use me when he came home drunk. So, I pretended I wanted to groom and pamper myself for him.”

      Another pause stretched between us, and I wondered from how furious her expression was, if she was reliving that day.

      “I want to kill that bastard with my bare hands,” I confessed.

      She flashed me a sad smile and my chest grew tighter that anyone could have done this to her. “While Jesse led me upstairs, his cell phone rang,” she continued. “He shoved me into the master bedroom and locked the door after me. The moment I heard him wander down the hallway to take his call out of my earshot, I frantically scanned the room for a way out. When I eyed a soft bag on the bed with a wad of dollar bills stuffed inside, I made a split-second decision to take it. I climbed out the bedroom window before he came back looking for me. God forgive me for stealing that money, but I had nowhere to go. I ran for my life, and I figured I’d need money to help me to hide.”

      “Damn. That was so fucking brave of you. What did you do after that?” I sensed the intensity of her trauma as she relived the event.

      “His place was near a motel just off the main freeway in Tallahassee … I learned it was the motel where his girls turned tricks. You know, one of those seedy, room by the hour joints. On the other side of the road from that, there was a diner and a truck stop. My legs felt like two lead weights by the time I reached the first truck. An older guy was climbing into his cab to leave, and I was almost hysterical and could hardly speak. I begged him to hide me. For a few seconds his decision could have gone either way until he took a deep breath and quickly helped me up into his truck.

      “My heart was in my mouth, and I almost passed out by the time he swung his rig out of the truck lot and joined the regular traffic. Seconds later, Jesse and his meathead bodyguard appeared and ran across the road in front of us.” I shook my head as a wave of terror gripped me at the memory. “Someone up there must have been looking out for me because if he’d glanced up at that windshield, he’d have seen me sitting right in front of him.” She clasped her hands together as it she was giving thanks while glancing up at the sky.

      “Jesus,” I whispered as I stared incredulously while I tried to imagine what she’d been through. “I don’t know what else to say except, I’m glad you got the hell out of there, but you should have been straight with Levi. If this guy is as dangerous as you say, you could have put him at risk by taking you in,” I blurted. “How could you think living in one of the world’s most famous men’s homes was a great idea?”

      “I was traumatized, broke and hungry, so I didn’t think. Didn’t have a choice even if I could have organized my thoughts. Going with Levi was a huge risk but when he offered me a housekeeping job in Key Largo, I figured the further away from Tallahassee, the better. I didn’t intend on staying this long, just long enough to catch some breathing space, get some cash together and figure out another plan.”

      “You come from Tallahassee? What other plan? Sounds to me like there was no planning.”

      Sadie looked drained and afraid, like she’d shared more than she’d intended to. “You don’t understand how smart Jesse is … and he has contacts all over. I’m certain when he found out I’d gone, he went straight to my parents and encouraged them to file a missing persons report. Luckily, I was over eighteen and it would appear whoever the officer was that they reported it to, didn’t pursue the file.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “My parents took an ad in a local newspaper.”

      “And you saw it?”

      She shook her head. “No, the truck driver dropped me in Cocoa Beach, and by sheer coincidence about a week later, I bumped into someone from high school back home who was on vacation there. She said, ‘Did I read you were reported missing or something?’ I acted all confused and she mentioned the missing persons ad my parents had taken out in the local paper, like she was trying to jog my memory. I laughed it off by saying it had been a huge misunderstanding.”

      “Fuck, how lucky was that?” I mumbled. “Nothing much has fazed me since I’ve been a rock star. Freaky shit happens daily with us, but I still find what happened to you … shocking.”

      “Right? But since that girl then knew where I was, I couldn’t take a chance that she wouldn’t tell anyone, and this wouldn’t get back to Jesse. So, I left Cocoa Beach the same night and hitched a ride south.”

      “And that’s how you ended up in Fort Lauderdale?” I probed. “That’s where Levi found you, right?”

      “Yep. I moved around a few dive motels there until the money ran out. It was the longest seven weeks of my life. I’d been homeless about a week by the time I met Levi. I was too terrified to try to get work in case my social security or driving license got flagged up to Morris Bovey … the detective guy, because from what I know of Jesse he won’t give up trying to find me and make me pay for what I did.”

      “That’s insane. You could have gone to the police in Fort Lauderdale,” I said. Then I remembered the guys on the force that hung around Oscar and Robbie and figured she’d been smart not to do that.

      “I couldn’t take that chance. Jesse’s got no conscience. One of his girls disappeared and he was fuming. He hired a private detective who found her. I shudder to think what happened to her”.

      “No wonder you behave the way you do. It isn’t that you don’t want to go out, you’re scared shitless in case this guy finds you. But fuck, Sadie. You live with one of the most well-known guys on the planet.”

      “Which is why I won’t go anywhere in public with him, and I rarely go out of the house. I have no idea why I felt so reckless that night I went out with you guys.”

      “Yeah, but Levi’s oblivious to your history. You should have trusted him.”

      “I was scared about that too. You know what Levi is like about his privacy,” I muttered. “I thought in the beginning, if I told him, he’d put me out.”

      “Levi’s not that kind of guy,” I said in his defense.

      “I know that now,” she said almost in tears. “Where he lives is private. No one even walks the beach where he lives, apart from Trinnie that day they met. Fans don’t know he’s in The Keys. He dines in private dining rooms most of the time.”

      “Yeah, and his house is registered through a company to keep him safe,” I agreed.

      “It’s because of the security and how secluded it is, that I stayed. Plus, I love him like a brother now. It’ll be hard when I move on.”

      “You haven’t been in touch with your parents since you left home?”

      “No. I’m sure Jesse would find out where I am, if I tried.”

      “Still? You’ve been with Levi for what… two-and a-bit years?”

      “Thirty-one months,” she countered. “Thirty-three months since I ran out on Jesse. But I’m certain he’s still looking for me. I’ve seen how obsessive he was when someone crossed him before. He’s a psychopath. Then there’s the money I took…” I trailed off as a shudder ran down my spine.

      “Wow. What a fucking mess.” I sat trying to absorb everything she had told me. As each point sank in, I became incensed she had suffered like that. But she’d used Levi’s generosity and trust without giving anything back.

      My mind swam with ideas of how we could find this guy and deal with him. I glanced toward Sadie who sat with terror in her eyes and sucked in a breath. I slapped a hand over my heart. “I’m not gonna lie. I’m pissed … for Levi, but I understand why you’ve done what you did. But you should have told him this by now.”

      “I know, but …”

      “I get it, the guy terrorized you. Even though the chance of you running into him all the way down in South Florida is minute, I get it. Fear crippled your mind that he’d find you.”

      “It has. God, I know how crazy I sound, but the fear became bigger than me. I’ve never spoken to anyone about this, until now … until you.”

      “I’m glad you felt you could trust me,” I said, squeezing her hand again. I couldn’t imagine how her life had been, even living at Levi’s with that burden on her chest.

      “It isn’t a case of trust, it’s desperation I guess,” I corrected. “You’re right. I should have trusted Levi more. I do trust him. But I’m not afraid of Levi and I am petrified of Jesse. None of you will look at me the same,” she said covering her pretty face with her hand.

      I chuckled. “And that’s a bad thing?”

      A nervous smile quirked her lips. “I know, I’m a bitch, but it’s how I’ve survived.”

      “You’ve survived because of Levi. None of the rest of us would have put up with your snarky ass.” We both smiled.

      “I’m sorry—for everything,” she said quietly in a broken voice. Another wave of emotion hit her and her sobs sounded like a mixture of relief and shame as her body shook and she began to tremble from the trauma of letting her secret go.

      “You have an annoying ability of getting between my cracks, Deakon Brosley,” she said with fresh tears streaming down her face. Lifting my free hand, I caught them on my thumb and smeared them across her cheek.

      “Don’t cry, baby.” I slid out of my chair and hauled her to her feet. Wrapping my arms around her, I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. I kept my face there and buried my nose in it, inhaling the sweet fragrance of her shampoo. “We’ll figure this out. There’s no problem that can’t be solved. But there’s one thing you can be sure of, Jesse whatever the fuck his name is will be sorry about the day he met you.”
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      After my talk with Deakon, I went back up to bed. My head felt like it was about to explode from all the tension that had been there for years suddenly being released. It was stupid but I cried that Levi had forgotten about me. I mean, I’m a grown woman and he’d left me with someone who was practically family to him, but still my irrational mind felt deserted.

      When I woke it was dark and even though I’d slept most of the day away, as I climbed out of bed, I still felt sluggish and drained. I heard a cell phone ringing in the distance as I made my way downstairs.

      “Congratulations,” Deakon boomed out, his voice bouncing off the walls “Give us a minute and I’ll call you back on Facetime.” I heard heavy footfalls as they grew nearer. “Mikey, fire up the Apple desktop. Esther’s had the baby. Levi and Trinnie are with her and Jude now. Raff, go tell Sadie.”

      “I’m here,” I called over the banister, suddenly wide awake and all thoughts of what I’d told Deakon earlier pushed to one side in that moment. I descended the stairs and followed Mikey down the hallway. Deakon disappeared back in the kitchen and a few moments later he came back. “I went to tell, Greg, Korry and Lina, they were down on the beach,” he informed us.

      Once we had all crammed into a small study next to Deakon’s music room, we huddled around the screen. “Wait until you see Levi’s face, the dude is deliriously happy,” Deakon said as he punched in his password, that appeared overly long and complicated, to access his computer. His Facebook account screen appeared automatically, and he hit the chat box for Levi and hit the video call. It had barely rung when Levi answered it.

      “Hey,” he said with a half empty bottle of Cristal champagne in his fist. “Look at this big guy,” he said, moving his cell screen. Jude sat naked to the waist with their tiny baby cradled against his chest and a huge grin on his face.

      “Hey, dude, congratulations. Have you been breast feeding?” Deakon teased. I couldn’t blame him for giving Jude some shit. All the guys had tormented him mercilessly during the pregnancy because Jude had complained of backache, fatigue and indigestion nonstop while Esther was pregnant.

      “Nah, Esther’s delicious tits are far better equipped to deal with this little sucker,” he muttered, glancing in awe at his baby and strumming his thumb gently down its back.

      “Jude,” we heard Esther admonish from somewhere in the room. We all laughed.

      “Well? What is it?” Deakon blurted impatiently.

      “I think since Esther did all the work, she should be the one to tell y’all,” Jude muttered quietly with his eyes transfixed on his baby’s head.

      Levi pointed the camera toward himself again and grinned. “So, tiny, right?” he gushed. His eyes shone bright, and it was clear he’d fallen in love at first sight of their baby. My heart squeezed, pleased for him that the family he longed for was growing.

      A pang of grief ran through me about my own family, parents I’d turned my back on and guilt instantly tightened my chest. Had they appeared so delighted when they had held me after my birth? I huffed away the empty ache inside and smiled. “So precious and cute,” I agreed.

      Levi walked with his phone past Trinnie who sat on a chair near Esther’s bed.

      “Hi, guys,” she said, looking beautifully serene, dressed in her own designer pajama top. Elegant as always, she had her hair swept to one side and it cascaded perfectly down her front.

      “Damn, look at you,” Mikey muttered. “You look like you’ve been to a beauty parlor not the labor room.”

      Esther chuckled. “I’d rather have a Brazilian any day of the week than deal with the indignity of what I went through.”

      “So?” Deakon asked impatient, his eyes darting to Mikey and casting him a shut-up glare. “What do we have?”

      “Take your phone over and put the baby in front of the screen?” she instructed her brother.

      Levi did as she asked, and their baby filled the screen. “Jude and I want you to meet our first-born daughter, Honey Collymore.”

      “Aww,” Beth and Trinnie said in the background. “That’s a sweet name.”

      “Congratulations, guys. We’re missing y’all up here,” Deakon remarked.

      “We’re going to fly back overnight, bro. We haven’t forgotten it’s your birthday. I promised you, we’re not gonna miss it and we won’t.”

      “I’m not sorry, I won’t be there,” Jude muttered in his low tone, rocking his baby from side to side in his arms.

      “Y’all are forgiven, but I’ll expect an expensive present to make up for it,” Deakon shot back.

      I suddenly remembered the cake I had promised to make and wondered if the chef was still around. Leaving the others talking, I went into the kitchen and was fortunate enough to catch him before he left. We raided the pantry and the refrigerator and from the ingredients I found, I was happy that I could manage a cake I felt sure Deakon would like.

      “You alright?” Deakon asked, as the chef left the kitchen.

      I glanced nervously toward him. “You’re not going to treat me like some damaged, helpless girl now because of what I told you?” I asked, warily.

      “No, of course not. I meant you slept a long time. I wondered if it was the aftermath of getting a load of your chest.”

      I nodded. “Right. Yeah. I’m still coming to terms with that.”

      “With what?” Korry asked as he came into the kitchen and began raiding the fridge.

      “Don’t touch those strawberries or that cream,” I warned. “I need them for something,” I admonished, distracting him from his question.

      “Sounds like my kind of party,” Greg mumbled with a sly grin.

      “You all have sex on the brain,” I mumbled as I shoved Korry out of the way and started pulling food out of the fridge and piling the ingredients I needed on to the top shelf, before restacking the contents.

      “My dick doesn’t have a brain,” Greg replied, grinning wider, like he was impressed with his comeback.

      “And you’ll have no dick either if you don’t get out of my face,” I grumbled back, but I bit back a grin until I remembered the previous times when I’d been snarky toward the guys.

      “Duly noted. I’ll just keep my dick to myself. I’ll be out on the deck near the whiskey minding my own business,” his bandmate informed us.

      “We’re going to head down to the Landing Resort in a while, catch a few drinks, maybe find some … <cough>, company,” Korry mumbled to Deakon with a hand shielding his mouth like it was a secret. “Wanna come?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Lina is upstairs watching movies. I guess I should hang with her. Take Mikey and Raff with you. The boys could do with a night off,” Deakon ordered. “Don’t come back with women in tow. You hook up, you book a room,” he warned. “Be back here by midday. It’s my birthday. I’m not spending it waiting around for you two raggedy assed bastards.”

      “Got it,” Korry replied. “We figured as Levi and everyone else is away, this would be our one night where we’d be at a loose end.”

      “Go, enjoy. Make sure the guys do some surveillance to make sure you’re not followed when you’re coming back.”

      Deakon flashed me a look that said, ‘see, you’re safe, don’t worry we got this’, and I felt the tension ever present in my body fall away.
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      After my sister Lina had crashed for the night, I considered doing the same until I heard the oven door slam in the kitchen. As I descended the stairs the unmistakable smell of freshly baked sponge cake invaded my nostrils.

      “You certainly know the way to a man’s heart,” I said as I wandered over to the kitchen counter. Sadie had made two large sponge cakes and had moved them from their tins on to cooling trays.

      “I promised you a cake tomorrow. This is not the finished product, I’ll put it together tomorrow morning. Got any paper?”

      “Paper?”

      “Yeah, I’m not taking the chance those idiots don’t roll up here drunk or stoned with the munchies and eat it before I get a chance to finish it.”

      “There’s a slight possibility of that, but my guess is we won’t see them until tomorrow.”

      “Right,” she said, looking suddenly a little embarrassed. It was uncharacteristic of her, but it then dawned on me it was just the two of us again.

      “Did you eat? You missed dinner. Would you like to share a pizza with me?” I asked.

      “I didn’t see any pizzas in the fridge. Do you have a freezer somewhere?”

      “Nah, I’ll make it. I’m not completely useless. Besides, there will be pizza bases in the outside kitchen fridge. We can find some toppings and stick it in the pizza oven out there. Tell you what. You finish cleaning up here, I’ll get started out there and you can meet me when you’re done,” I said quickly when she looked hesitant.

      I smiled as I walked away because it had been quite a day of shocking revelations, yet we’d managed it without fighting.
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      “Oh, my, God, what is it about Italian food?” Sadie mumbled around her stuffed mouth. She let out a guttural groan and my cock instantly thickened in my jeans. I watched her swipe at her mouth with a paper napkin. She grinned but tried to keep her lips closed as her cheeks bulged, from the huge piece of pizza she’d folded into her mouth on a bet from me.

      Two bottles of wine between us had changed Sadie’s mood considerably and now that she’d given away her worries, her frosty attitude had mellowed quite considerably.

      I chuckled. “I love a woman that loves to eat,” I confessed. “At the risk of having my balls handed to me, I find it erotic the way you devour your food.” My voice sounded raw and husky, like I was dying of thirst when I said it. Sadie stopped mid-chew and glared at me.

      “What? My opinion, remember?” I stated. “Plus, I know all there is to know about you now, and you haven’t scared me away.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you, Deakon.”

      “So you keep saying. But you said that before … then …” I shrugged and made a crude gesture by poking my finger through the hole I’d made with the index finger and thumb on my other hand.

      “We were drunk,” she blurted out and even though we were sitting in low light on the deck, I could see her face turn crimson.

      “We’re drunk now,” I suggested, and flashed her a winning smile. When she looked flustered, I relented because she’d had a tough day. “Anyway, you should be so lucky. I regret to inform you, I’m in a serious relationship with this handsome dude right here,” I said, waving my right hand at her.

      She let out a muffled laugh and almost choked on a gulp of wine she had started to take. We were sitting facing one another on loungers, our plates resting casually by our sides, and maybe because there was no barrier between us, I leaned into her, grabbed her by a shoulder and patted her back to clear her throat. Unfortunately, I leaned toward her with more force than I meant to, and my lounger tipped up at one end. Sadie careened backward and I guess momentum made me lurch toward her.

      I barely got my hands out at her sides, narrowly preventing her from taking the full impact of me, but not before our bottom halves were pressed hard together. Sadie’s lounger collapsed with the weight of us, and we both sprawled onto the deck.

      For a moment we were suspended in time, staring at one another, her with red wine splattered all over her face. She looked too deliciously innocent lying there. So, as I’d never been one to miss an opportunity, I went right ahead and licked a long streak up her cheek.

      With Sadie, any move was a risk, but she looked so fucking edible lying there, what was a red-blooded, drunk guy to do?

      “Did you just lick my face?” she asked incredulously, wide eyed, adorably flustered and a little breathless.

      “You really think I’d do that?” I asked, like she’d imagined the whole thing.

      She took a couple of puffy breaths like she was trying to get her feelings under control, but her gaze grew intense. “You’re going to lie here and deny it?” she asked, her voice playful.

      “Baby, I could lie here all day,” I whispered in an amused, but seductive tone. I was acutely aware that my cock had grown stiff and strained hard against one of her thighs. If she’d moved an inch at that point, I couldn’t swear to it that I wouldn’t have dry humped it.

      “Your cock’s poking into my leg,” she said deadpan, as if she’d read my mind.

      “I’m aware, yet I don’t appear to have either the strength or the will to get off you.” Eyeing more spatters of wine, I licked up the length of her cute little nose, down her other cheek and slid my tongue down the column of her neck.

      Goosebumps erupted on her skin under my tongue as her breath hitched. She cringed from the sensation, and I grinned. I gave her neck a long lick again and she wriggled beneath me. “Mm, now that was lick. But in my defense, you’re drinking a vintage, four-hundred-dollar bottle of Chianti, not a nine-dollar, vinegar-tainted Merlot from Walmart.”

      Sadie gazed up at me, half in disbelief I was lying on top of her and half in what looked like wonder. “Is that right?” Placing her hands on my shoulders she made a half-hearted attempt to push me off her.

      “Just sayin’ … I’m not one for wasting a good bottle of wine. Tastes even better on your skin,” I added.

      “I’m not sleeping with you, Deakon.”

      “Did I ask?”

      “I know what you’re doing,” she muttered quietly.

      “And what would that be?”

      “You’re trying to wear me down.”

      “I am,” I admitted. “Is it working?”

      “Nope,” she bit back except her lips quirked as she tried not to smile.

      “Liar,” I teased because I could practically see tiny sparks of electricity in her eyes.

      When she smiled and averted her gaze, I knew I had her beat. At that moment, the chemistry between us had never been greater and the last thing in the world I had wanted to do right then was move off her unless it was to take her to my bed. It struck me that she’d been through a lot during the day and perhaps she felt I was coercing her into something she wasn’t sure about.

      “Are we starting again?” I asked.

      “Starting what?” she asked.

      I was confused because she hadn’t once attempted to push me off, but she hadn’t given me the green light either. Reluctantly I climbed off her, stuck out my hands and after glancing at them in confusion she let me pull her to her feet.

      “Come with me,” I said, leading her over to one of the plush deck couches and sitting her down. I pulled up one of the loose sections of seating and sat across from her.

      “My name is John and yours is?”

      Sadie frowned for a moment, then a small smile curved her lips when she realized I was roleplaying.

      “Myriam,” she said quietly.

      “Myriam. That’s a very pretty name. It’s delicate … suits you.”

      Sadie laughed and nodded, her hands clasped in front of her and sat them on her lap. “Delicate, huh?”

      “Yeah. Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are?”

      She chuckled. “I once knew this rock star that said that to me, but you know rock stars, they’re so full of bullshit.”

      “Maybe, but you should have gone along with it. I hear rock stars never have small dicks,” I countered, biting back a smile.

      “Is that so?” she asked, searching my face with her eyes like she was pondering on that thought.

      “So, I’ve heard. I mean, I’m no rock star, but my best buddy down here isn’t exactly little,” I challenged, nodding toward my groin.

      “By whose standards?” she asked as she tried to maintain a straight face. “I mean how do you measure what’s big? Is there some kind of measurement a girl could look up … you know like how to measure the value of gemstones and minerals?”

      “I’m not sure on that but women have told me that when I make them come, the tiny bursts of light behind their eyelids look like a shower of diamonds.”

      Sadie laughed. “Well, that was descriptive … and it’s Levi and Jude that write the songs? Your imagination knows no bounds.”

      “Am I winning you over?” I asked, wagging my brows. The wistful look she gave me had an ‘if only’ feel about it. “Go on,” I said, lifting a hand and sifting my fingers through her hair. I cupped the back of her head, cradling it preciously. “I really like you, Sadie.”

      “Myriam,” she corrected. “It’s been lovely to meet you, John, but I need to run, or I’ll miss my bus.”

      I laughed and shook my head as I held her intense gaze. “Would it be too forward if I kissed you on our first date?” Sadie dropped her gaze to her palms, pulled her head out of my hold and stood up.

      “Don’t, Deakon,” she warned. “I’m a messy proposition and so are you. This … thing, whatever it is you are doing … just don’t.”

      “Right,” I muttered as I held up my hands, disappointed I’d crashed and burned again with her. Leaning back in my seat, I allowed her to gingerly step past me. As I watched her wander back into my cabin, I muttered under my breath. “Fuck you, lady.”

      Why am I wasting my time? Life shouldn’t be this hard. I get she’s hard work after what she’s been through.

      Had I read her wrongly and stupidly begun to believe I meant something to Sadie? Perhaps I misjudged that because it had been me she chose to tell her story to. Nevertheless, I had no idea exactly when it had happened, but by the pain present in my chest right then, I knew she had begun to mean more to me.

      I climbed the stairs to bed, vowing to ignore that feeling of wanting to be a better person. It was a feeling she stirred within me whenever she was near to me. Despite my head telling me to quit wasting my time by giving her my attention, my heart appeared determined not to allow me to do this.
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      It was barely 7:00 a.m. on the morning of Deakon’s birthday by the time I put down the icing piping bag. I’d put the finishing touches on Deakon’s birthday cake early because I’d given up on sleep. I’d hardly slept a wink, thinking about the way I’d brushed him off when he’d supported me in so many ways yesterday. He’d been doing his best to be a good guy, and as usual I’d behaved like a bitch.

      For years I’d used that repellent behavior to try to protect myself. Now it would seem I felt at my most vulnerable because of the pull I had toward Deakon. All I could do was tell myself I’d come so far that I would never recover if I fell for the wrong guy again.

      “Very professional,” Deakon’s chef praised as I carefully stowed my masterpiece in the refrigerator. “Did you take classes?” he probed.

      “No, self-taught,” I said, smiling in response to his praise since he’d been to culinary school.

      “She’s a great cook,” Korry mumbled as he stepped into the kitchen looking disheveled, still dressed in his clothes from the night before.

      Mikey followed directly behind him and went straight to the fridge.

      “Great job on the cake,” Mikey muttered almost to himself as he pulled out a pack of cold cuts and ate sliced beef straight from the packet. “Is Greg back?” he asked, taking out the milk and drinking straight from the carton.

      I was too distracted with my thoughts about Deakon to admonish him. “This morning? I don’t know … not in the last hour since I’ve been down here anyway,” I muttered.

      Korry slumped onto a stool by the counter and nursed his head in his hands. “I’d say I’m on the wagon today, but as it’s Deak-Boy’s birthday, I expect I’ll be drunk again before 5:00 p.m.”

      “You’re still drunk now,” I observed. “I expect if Levi makes it back in time, everyone will be drunk before 3:00 p.m. judging by the way he was celebrating yesterday,” I remarked as I wiped up the messy countertop after decorating the cake.

      “I’m gonna crash for a couple of hours. Come get me when the birthday boy is up and about?” he ordered.

      “Too late. The birthday boy had a shitty night’s sleep,” Deakon remarked as he entered the kitchen and stole a dark glance toward me. My heart instantly sank when I saw dark circles under his eyes. It was clear from the tense way he held his shoulders he was irritated with me at how I’d put an end to our night. Wearing only a pair of baggy, gray sweatpants, Deakon was in his usual half-dressed state as he ran his palm down his chest and let it rest over his abs. His gesture felt as if he was saying, look at what you could have had, if only you’d let yourself.

      That wasn’t what he was doing at all, but to me it felt that way. Nevertheless, his vibe was off despite it being his birthday. When he stepped past me, my gaze followed him to his expensive Nespresso coffee machine. Busying himself, he worked in silence with the skill of a professional barista as he made his coffee. For a few moments the conversation between the men faded as my concentration turned to Deakon’s rippling torso and the gorgeous tattoos, some of which he had inked himself.

      My mouth went dry as every drop of fluid in my body ventured south and converged in a minor flood at the apex between my thighs. I stood absorbing his beautiful tan skin and watched his toned muscles bunch and relax as he made himself a drink.

      “Did Greg make it back?” Deakon asked in a flat tone, still with his back to everyone.

      “Not sure. There was no answer from his cell phone this morning. Raff volunteered to hang back to see if he could find him,” Mikey mumbled.

      My cell phone vibrated in my pocket, and I knew it would be Levi. He was the only person who knew my number. If anyone else needed me, they always rang the house.

      As everyone was there altogether, I wondered why he’d chosen to call me and not one of the boys.

      “Hey.” My sixth sense kicked in and I wondered if this had something to do with Deakon’s birthday, so I didn’t say Levi’s name.

      “Sorry if I woke you,” Levi said. “We’re not going to be there until around 6:00 p.m. tonight.”

      “No?” I asked and tried not to sound alarmed. Pretending to listen, I wandered away from the kitchen, through the great room and outside onto the raised decked area.

      “Don’t tell Deakon, but Esther’s been discharged. Both she and Jude want to come to California.”

      “Already, but she’s only…”

      “I know … had the baby, but it’s her idea. She knows how much Jude has missed spending time with everyone. Anyway, Jude’s arranged for an agency nurse to meet us in Lake Tahoe tonight.”

      “Is this wise?” I asked, concerned.

      “When do rock stars do wise?” he asked, chuckling. “Esther asked the doc, and he doesn’t see any reason why she can’t come to California with us. He only suggests she rests and has someone on hand to do her and the baby’s daily checks … you know, if she’s healing okay and the breastfeeding is happening,” he muttered like he was really involved.

      I smiled until I imagined the house full of people at Deakon’s cabin. “Rest … here?” I considered how rowdy the evening was going to be once all the boys were together.

      “Yeah. We’re all flying back. Jude’s parents, Barbara and Steve, his sister Gemma and boyfriend Luis, Trinnie, Gabby and me.”

      I mentally calculated where everyone would sleep and noted there were too many people.

      “Where is everyone …”

      “We booked some suites down in the resort for Jude’s family. Only he and Esther will be staying at the house.”

      “What about the nurse?”

      “She lives locally somewhere. Bodhi will meet the nurse at the resort, get an NDA signed and bring her from the resort to the cabin for the checks.”

      “That’s good,” I said as I caught Deakon watching me from the window. “Okay, got it. I’ll make sure I do that,” I said.

      “Huh?” Levi asked initially confused until he caught on as to what I was doing. “Oh, I take it Deakon’s nearby?”

      “You bet,” I said, cheerily as I tried to think up a reason for the phone call. In the end I decided my snarky put down would be my best course of action to avoid questions from Deakon.

      “Jesus, I will,” I said in a more serious tone, like Levi had said something else.

      My boss laughed. “Just tell him I’m on my way to the airport. No point in letting him stew on how late we’re going to get in.”

      I concluded the call and Deakon instantly pounced. “Who was that?” he asked as I wandered back into the kitchen and placed my cell on the kitchen counter.

      “Levi. They’re on the way to the airport.”

      “Fuck, I thought they would be here by now. Why didn’t he call me?” he asked, pulling out his cell phone and I assumed he was checking for missed calls.

      “Who?” Lina, Deakon’s sister asked, butting in as she came into the kitchen dressed in a thin tank and shorts pajama set.

      “What the fuck?” Deakon shrieked when he saw how little she wore. “Cover yourself up,” he ordered. He reached out and gathered his sister to his chest.

      As Deakon began walking her backward out of the kitchen, “Nice sleepwear, Lina,” Korry shouted after them.

      “Fuck off, Korry. My sister’s body is none of your business,” Deakon growled from the hallway.

      “Did I mention her body?” he asked, looking at us with an amused expression on his face.

      Mikey shook his head, snickering. “Tell me … exactly how long have you had this death wish?” he joked as Deakon re-entered the kitchen alone.

      “If you use that tone of voice again regarding my sister, I’ll beat the fuck out of you.”

      “Such violent threats from the birthday boy,” Korry goaded, grinning.

      “I mean it,” Deakon mumbled as he picked up my cell phone and quickly typed in a number. As his cell phone began to ring, he flashed me a smug smirk, cut the call and placed my cell back on the counter. “Didn’t have that,” he muttered as he casually lifted his mug of coffee again.

      I didn’t get a chance to protest because Greg interrupted us. “Top of the morning to ya. How is the birthday boy on this beautiful day?” He strode breezily into the kitchen and theatrically flung his arms wide.

      “Where the fuck did you come from?” Korry wondered aloud in surprise.

      “Same place as you. What a night …” he mumbled as he slid into one of the kitchen stools energetically and then winced. “I think I’m in love. That little waitress was T. I. G. H. T,” he spelled out. You should have come with us, Deakon. Those little mountain chicks sure know how to par-ty.”

      “You need to dial it down, dude. There is going to be a kid here later,” Deakon snapped in relation to Gabrielle as he slid off his stool and went to make another coffee.

      “Man, we should have dragged you with us. Either that or you need to go rub one out and relax. It’s your birthday.”

      “I don’t need to come every day to function,” Deakon remarked with his back to everyone.

      “Since when?” Korry asked, still winding his bandmate up.

      “Jesus, Deak, what the fuck crawled up your ass? You could give Sadie a run for her money with that snarky remark,” Greg asked.

      Deakon slammed his coffee mug down and headed for the door. “I’m taking my boat out for a spin. Clean yourself up, Greg. You stink of sex,” he shot back.

      Mikey stood. “Wait up, Deak. I’m coming with you,” he called out before he turned back to Greg. “Maybe somebody should remind you to tread carefully this morning. It’s not only Deakon’s birthday, but it would also have been his deceased twin sister’s.”
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      My heart had felt heavy for most of the night. Mostly with grief at feeling robbed of Avery. Since the loss of my sister, I’ve always felt part of me was missing. Birthdays should be celebrated but since the day she died, mine has felt bittersweet. I lay trying to imagine what she’d have looked like now, but I couldn’t.

      Unable to sleep, I’d gotten up and rummaged hurriedly in my nightstand drawer for a pen because for the first time ever, I had a song in my head. Twenty minutes later I had three verses and the bridge of the emotional number titled “Forever Sixteen”.

      Smiles in the sunshine

      Laughing in the rain

      No matter the weather

      You still run through my veins

      Being part of me, Avery, is what you’ll always be

      Yet, I only get to keep you in my heart as Forever sixteen.

      

      Seeing you lifeless, I grab the note

      The word sorry swims around in my head

      Ink barely dry, your life drained out your body like hourglass sand

      Every word of your letter still haunts me in bed.

      

      Life was cruel

      But we were a team

      Through the tough times,

      The bullying, name calling and screams

      We stood together with a bond, not even death could break

      Yet, I only get to keep you in my heart as Forever sixteen.

      

      Seeing you lifeless, I grab the note

      The word sorry swims around in my head

      Ink barely dry, your life drained out your body like hourglass sand

      Every word of your letter still haunts me in bed.

      

      Now I’m here,

      Left behind on this Earth

      My heart bleeds out

      From this lonely place

      You are gone but your memory remains

      Kept for eternity in my heart as Forever sixteen.

      Shattered from the emotions that ran through me as the words poured onto paper, I lay down and watched as a shard of light began to thicken on the horizon. As the dawn broke, my mind turned to Sadie and another kind of ache settled heavy on my chest.

      As I checked myself, I wondered if I’d taken advantage of her vulnerability after all. I’d certainly had selfish thoughts when I’d ignored the friendship and trust we’d been building and hit on her. Although I felt confident from the signals she’d been giving me, the chemistry I felt wasn’t all on my end.

      Sleep had evaded me all night and I got out of bed, too restless to try to get some sleep, and went in search of some strong caffeine to help me through the day. As I went to the kitchen, I heard Korry and Sadie talking, even though it was still early.

      Greg was the one I was most concerned about giving away where my home was situated and felt relieved that Raff had hung back to ensure he was brought back safely and without bringing drama to my door.

      Sadie was acting tentative, and I figured she likely wondered what I was going to do next. My plan was nothing. She’d made it clear that even if she did have feelings toward me, we were going nowhere. I wasn’t the kind of guy to push myself on a girl, no matter what my feelings were, so I left her to stew in her own juices and went back to treating her casually and paid her no special attention.

      As we were talking, Sadie took a call. I figured it was from Levi, although I couldn’t be sure, and ended up demanding to know who had called her.

      A funk settled in my chest when I’d heard he’d called her instead of me. My irritation quickly turned to pissed off when my sister showed up with her tits visible through her skimpy pajamas and I ended up getting into it with Korry after he’d made a goading comment, designed to wind me up.

      When Greg turned up all bouncy and full of himself, I couldn’t take any more and knew I needed to take a break from them all before I completely lost my temper and ruined the day for everyone.

      “Wait up,” Mikey called out, running down the dock to catch up to me.

      “I’m fine. Leave me alone.”

      “No can do. I’m coming on the boat with you.”

      “Fuck. I want time on my own,” I muttered as I began unwinding my boat ropes from the fixings.

      “Fine. I won’t talk but I’m sitting in the boat with you.”

      “Jesus Christ. I’m not five. I’m not going to drown.”

      “Good. But I’m still coming.”

      My chest felt tight, but I knew there was no point in arguing with him. The fucker would only have swum after me if I’d taken off without him.

      “Not a fucking word,” I warned as he climbed in the boat and sprawled along the white leather seats at the stern.

      I cast off, fired up the engine, then slowly turned the boat to head south. When I was clear and knew the water was deep enough, I opened the throttle and let the wind blow the cobwebs off my mind.

      After a couple of hours on the water, the tension had gone from my shoulders and my jaw had fallen slack. I glanced at the time, and it was just after 10:00 a.m.

      Deciding I had my blue mood back in check, I checked the fuel gauge and figured I’d barely enough gas to get us back. I turned the boat around. “Up here,” I ordered Mikey, who, true to his word had sat taking in the scenery and hadn’t uttered a word.

      He stood and staggered his way up to the helm beside me. “We good?” he asked, meaning am I alright.

      I nodded as an unexpected wave of emotion caught me by surprise and my throat constricted. Unable to speak, I turned away from him as tears blurred my vision.

      “It’s okay, Deak,” he muttered, and clapped one hand on my back, his other closing over the throttle and bringing the boat to a halt. “Take your time. I know it’s a tough day as well as your birthday,” he disclosed. I side eyed him and nodded. “I’m okay. It’s just hit me harder this year.”

      Mikey hugged me for the first time ever and I shoved him roughly away. “Right. That’s enough of my trip down to the dark days in my life. Let’s get back to the cabin. I’m ready to party now.”
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      A few hours after I arrived back from the boat, I ventured into the kitchen. Sadie had obviously volunteered to help the chef and was busy cutting up celery. Before I could speak my cell phone rang.

      “Happy birthday, you ugly old bastard,” Gibson muttered gruffly when I answered. From the background noise, I guessed he was in his helicopter.

      “Thanks. Where’re you off to?”

      “Lake Tahoe. Thought we’d surprise you. We’ll be landing in about twenty minutes.”

      “What? You’re coming here?”

      “Not me. We. Chloe, Melody and Jed as well.”

      “Damn. I’m excited to have y’all. Levi’s on his way back from West Palm Beach. Jude’s partner, Esther, had their baby, and Levi flew back to Florida for the birth.”

      “Aw. What did they have?”

      “A girl, Honey.”

      “Ah, that’s sensible calling her something the guys won’t forget since that’s what y’all call the groupies,” he joked.

      I laughed. “Ah, I remember you did that as well! Wow, you’ve made my day. I can’t wait to see you.”

      “All right, we’ll be there soon.”

      “No problem, I’ll send Raff up to the gate to watch for you all. Don’t let anyone follow you.”

      “It’s all on the down low. The car rental guy is meeting us on the tarmac.”

      “Great.” As I stuffed my cell phone in my pocket, I caught Sadie watching me. Usually, I would have told her what was happening, but I wandered over to the chef instead. “There will be four more guests to cater for.”

      “Who was that?” she asked as she grabbed a white cabbage and began shredding it aggressively, like she was a professional chef.

      “Friends,” I replied cagily.

      She shook her head, clearly pissed by my answer, and began shredding carrots. “Fine,” she muttered. I smirked wickedly when I saw her trying to behave like she didn’t care.

      I wandered down to the den where Mikey and Raff were sitting. “Where are the others?”

      “Showering,” Raff replied.

      “Good. Gibson called. He’s on his way here with Chloe and Melody.”

      “Great. Is Jed coming with them?” Mikey asked after Gibson’s bodyguard.

      “Yeah. It’s going to be a fun night,” I warned. “Can you call the housekeeper and tell her to arrange a bigger bonfire for tonight. I’ve lost count of how many of us there will be. Tell her to get the other chairs out of storage.”

      I wandered back to the kitchen. “Sadie, my housekeeper is coming later. Can you help her to set up a bar down by the shoreline.”

      Sadie lifted a brow, and I could almost hear her think before she spoke. “I don’t work for you, Deakon. I work for Levi.”

      “Is that right?” I asked. I pulled my cell out of my pocket and called Levi’s number. It went to voicemail. “Levi, I just had another run-in with your smart-mouthed housekeeper. When you get this message, would you tell her to help mine set up a bar by the shoreline please.”

      I tucked my cell phone away and eyed all the food she and the chef had prepared already. There appeared to be far more than was necessary even with the additional people. “You are a mind fuck. This isn’t your job either. Why are you happy to do this, yet you’ve given me shit over the one thing I’ve asked of you?”

      She shrugged. “I like chopping salad.”

      “So, we’re all only going to do what we like now?” I countered. “You frustrate the fuck out of me.”

      “It would seem so,” she replied.

      “Can you excuse us for five minutes please, Chef?”

      My chef turned off the stove, grabbed his drink and wandered out onto the deck. I walked over and closed the door behind him.

      “You made it obvious last night how we stand. I’m not going to waste my time on someone who can’t consider my feelings as well. But you are a guest in my home, and I’m trying to make this a pleasant experience for everyone, not just you. When friends go on vacation together, they all muck in. If we all took your attitude, we’d be here all day.”

      “We were drunk last night and where we were heading would have been a bad idea,” she muttered. “I’d had a tough, emotional day.”

      “And I’m having one today. However, it’s my birthday so my smile is in place, and I have unexpected guests I wasn’t banking on. Do you want to help me as my friend to accommodate them or do you want to fuck off to your room and you can wait for your boss to get here and give you my orders?”

      “Right,” she said, slamming the knife she had in her hand and wiping her hands on the towel.

      “What exactly do you want me to do?” Her chest heaved as her breaths quickened and her eyes blazed in frustration. “What drinks do you want? How much alcohol and how many glasses do you think you’ll need? Where are the bottles kept?” she muttered, sounding efficient and organized.

      “When Mrs. Christie gets here she’ll give you all the details.”

      “Aren’t you going to tell me who else is coming?” she asked.

      “Are you asking as my friend or as Levi’s housekeeper?” My jibe wasn’t called for but once again, Sadie had pissed me off and I pressed my point.

      “Forget it. It’s none of my business.”

      “Yeah …” I said snidely. “But Levi is mine. Remember what you told me because you’re going to need to tell him all about it tomorrow.”

      I wandered back to the patio door and slid it back open. “You can carry on now, Chef. We’re done here.”

      “Fuck you, Deakon Brosley,” Sadie muttered under her breath as I strode past her.

      “Maybe if you did that, you’d be far less of a bitch with those moods,” I countered as I left her where she stood.
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      I wondered what was going on when Raff left in the small jeep. Deakon had already showered and changed in preparation for Levi and Trinnie’s return, and the phone call Deakon had received suddenly seemed to have shaken him out of the dark funk he’d been in. Whatever had been said on the other end of the line had made him practically bounce with excitement. Instantly my insecurities convinced me the four extra guests were women for him and his bandmates.

      “Uncle Deakon?” a young girl called from the hallway. I heard Deakon thunder down the stairs and the girl squealed in excitement.

      “There she is,” Deakon bellowed. “And how’s my favorite girl?”

      “I’m good. This was my idea, by the way.” Her tone was full of sass, and I shifted from my position out on the deck for a clearer view of Deakon’s visitors in his hallway. Only the young teenage girl was visible, and I realized the others had yet to join her inside the house.

      “Melody. Go grab your overnight bag from the trunk. We’re not your servants, you know,” a soft female voice said as she entered the hallway. “Look at you, beautiful,” Deakon said as he flashed her a beaming smile and pulled the gorgeous woman in for a long, tight hug. Jealousy tore through me, and I wanted to stride right in there and rip the woman out of his arms. The front door widened, and I almost died when Gibson Barclay, lead singer of M3rCy, stood in the hallway, larger than life.

      Adrenaline flowed through my veins as a major fangirl moment took over my body, and for a moment I couldn’t think.

      “Take your grubby paws off my beautiful wife and come here you ugly, old bastard,” Gibson muttered as I sat there starstruck with my jaw almost to the floor and stared in disbelief.

      Deakon broke the embrace and sidestepped Gibson’s wife to let his friend pull him in for a hug. I was on my feet before I realized what I was doing and moving directly toward them all.

      It’s Gibson Barclay. It’s fucking Gibson Barclay my mind began to chant. My heart had taken a hit and forgotten to beat the moment I realized who Deakon’s guests were and by then my lips were buzzing from the adrenaline rush that had taken over my body.

      “Hi,” the young girl said as she stepped between me and the hallway, halting me in my tracks.

      “Hey,” I replied, my eyes shifting from her to Gibson. I quickly realized this was the surprise daughter I’d read about once, in a magazine. It was at this point I felt relieved because this was the four guests, and they weren’t the bevy of beauties I’d been half-expecting.

      “Are you Deakon’s girlfriend?” I glanced in Deakon’s direction and noticed him watching me.

      “I’m afraid not,” I replied, and gave her a shaky smile.

      “It’s true. She’s afraid of me,” Deakon muttered, cutting in on our conversation.

      “Most people are frightened of you, Deakon,” Gibson’s wife interjected, laughing. She came toward me and stuck out a hand. “Hi, I’m Chloe,” she greeted warmly.

      “Sadie,” I replied.

      “Sadie is Levi’s housekeeper,” Deakon explained. I instantly felt insignificant, even though Deakon had spoken the truth.

      “Lucky Levi,” Gibson said under his breath.

      Chloe turned and swiped at her husband’s shoulder. “Shut up, Gibson, you’ll give the girl a complex,” she remarked playfully.

      “Too late. She’s got plenty of those already,” Deakon remarked dryly.

      “Dear Lord, men!” Chloe mumbled. She shook her head. “I don’t know how anyone puts up with this lot when they get together. They behave like teenage boys.”

      “Teenage boys without the pleasure of getting laid night after night by a different girl,” Gibson added. “Although Deakon here is still clinging to that ‘horny boy’ era by his fingernails. When are you going to find a girl that will make an honest man of you?”

      “I wish. I haven’t been laid in a while and the only girl I’ve been interested in refuses to believe I’m into her. She won’t test the water with me.” Deakon stared in my direction as he said this.

      “Test the water? Sounds like there’s chemistry at play there,” Gibson suggested. I felt my cheeks glow from the way Deakon continued to look at me like he could see down to my soul.

      “In spades,” Deakon agreed. “But …” he shrugged. “She’s in denial.”

      “Wow. Now that’s a first,” Gibson remarked. “Did I mishear you? Deakon Brosley, sworn bachelor of the highest order, has his sights set on one girl?”

      “You have a short memory, Gibson,” Chloe chimed in. “People said the same about you,” his wife admonished. “Hell, even I said the same about you!” she corrected, laughing. “Have faith, Deakon. You’re a good guy. If she’s right for you, I’m sure, given time, you’ll both figure it out.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I asked with my heart thundering in my chest as I broke eye contact with Deakon and turned my focus toward Chloe. She asked for some white wine and gave me the preference of beverages for the others. As I walked away, I felt relieved to have an excuse to go back to the kitchen.
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      Once everyone had drinks in their hands and the chatter had become raucous, I slipped away from their company and tried to head to my room. Lina stopped me on the way, and I ended up in the den watching Top Gun: Maverick instead.

      “This is nice,” Melody mused. “It’s not often I get to go places where there are people around my age.”

      I frowned. “How old are you?”

      “Almost nine,” she volunteered with the same mischievous twinkle in her eyes as her father.

      “I’m quite a bit older than that,” I protested through a chuckle.

      “I know. I didn’t mean you, I meant Lina.” Lina was engrossed in the movie and hadn’t heard Melody talk. “So why won’t you go out with my Uncle Deakon?” Melody asked.

      “Who said that? What did you hear?” I figured something had to have been mentioned for her to jump to this conclusion.

      “Nothing,” she replied warily. “I can just tell. When we arrived, he was looking at you a lot. He usually only pays attention to my dad when they’re together … never the women around him.”

      My mind went back to the comment Lina made about Deakon on the patio and noted Melody’s observation was almost identical.

      “He takes women to visit your parents?” I asked, hoping for insight.

      Before I could question her further, my cell buzzed in my pocket at the same time as Mikey poked his head around the door. “A word?” he muttered, directed toward me.

      Excusing myself, I stepped out the door. “The plane made good time. Raff and I are off to pick Levi up at the airport,” Mikey muttered.

      “Both of you?”

      “Yeah, Bodhi’s with them as well, so we need more than one car to transport everyone.”

      I hadn’t realized how much I’d valued the safe feeling the band’s security guys gave me until a wave of panic set in.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, frowning.

      Deakon’s right. This is stupid. No one could possibly know where I am. Besides Gibson’s bodyguard looks as though he could handle any situation. “Nothing. Deakon doesn’t know Jude and the rest are coming, does he?”

      Mikey grinned. “Nope. Poor bugger is going to shit his pants when we arrive back with them all.”

      I grinned as he left and checked my cell phone.

      Levi: Fuck me. I can’t even celebrate the birth of a baby without refereeing you and Deak. Go help his housekeeper.

      I smiled because I had already done what he’d asked when he’d taken Korry and Greg to his music room earlier to talk about some secret project.

      Instead of going back to the den I ventured back to the kitchen. Deakon was pouring out drinks and shoved a glass of red wine in my direction.

      “Don’t choke on it,” he muttered sarcastically. “Truce, Sadie. It’s my birthday. I don’t want to fight today. Especially not with you.”

      “Oh, and you decided this when? That must have been after you called my boss to bitch me out … or was it since your buddy turned up and injected you with mirth?”

      He grinned. “You’re a fucking ball breaker, baby.”

      “I’m not your baby,” I snapped back.

      “Not even if I let you call me Daddy?” he said, wagging his brows and poking fun at a previous argument we’d had.

      “Are you giving me the drink or not?” I asked, biting back a grin when I saw the amused look in his eyes.

      Deakon tilted his head and gave me a playful look that sent a shiver of delight down my spine. “I don’t know. Are you going to give me a birthday kiss to make up for being such a bitch?”

      I leaned in and pecked him on the cheek. “Happy birthday, Deakon.” The look of surprise on his face quickly turned to a frown.

      “That was not a kiss,” he grumbled as he stepped forward and crowded into my space. He trapped me against the kitchen counter with his hard body and caged me in with strong arms either side of the countertop. My heart forgot to beat as his brown eyes turned dark with desire. “You drive me nuts,” he muttered as his gaze switched between my eyes and my lips. “I’m going to take that birthday kiss you owe me unless I hear you say otherwise. One of us needs to be brave enough to make the first move without a convoluted conversation.”

      “I already kissed you,” I protested.

      “No, you were being a cock tease,” Deakon whispered against my cheek. Hearing him mention the word cock made my core pulse and my panties became instantly drenched. I could feel his erection poking into my belly. “Trust me. It’s only a kiss.” Despite everything I’d previously told myself, I was desperate for his kiss. When I didn’t protest, he dipped his head and let his lips brush the intimate spot between my neck and collar bone. The connection wasn’t hurried, and it felt unexpectedly intimate. A rash of goosebumps spread over my skin. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured as his nose traced up the column of my neck, my jaw and my cheek until his lips were an inch from mine. My core twitched with need, and I felt an empty ache between my thighs. “Say no, and I’ll stop,” he whispered.

      My heartbeat sounded like a rapid drumroll as I stared back at him, waiting for him to move. Everything around us seemed to stall as we stood locked in the moment, each of us hyper focused on the other as we drew our breaths from the shared air between us.

      “Thought not,” he murmured quietly, his tone playful. Deakon pressed his lips to mine in a soft kiss before he brushed his nose against mine. “Please …” he begged. “Just … let it happen, Sadie,” he whispered and kissed me again.

      By then I wanted the kiss more than him. My lips parted when his tongue explored my seam and his slick tongue slid along mine. The moment our tongues tangled, a current of desire shot through me which made my scalp tighten and my toes curl.

      “Mm,” I moaned from a hidden place within me, and Deakon’s hand migrated from the countertop, to circle my neck. Angling my jaw, he extended my neck and deepened the kiss and I felt myself melt against his hardness.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, breaking the kiss briefly as his other hand slid into my hair at the back of my head. He grabbed a rough fistful and kissed me again. Eventually he pulled back, tugged on my hair to tilt my head back and stared into my eyes. “Are you still going to deny what’s happening between us? I dare you to tell me you don’t want this after that reaction,” he challenged as his lust-filled eyes searched my face. In that moment there was no point in contradicting my carnal need for him when my body had blatantly deceived me.

      “I wish I could,” I admitted quietly.
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      “Whoa. Don’t mind me,” a deep, rumbly voice muttered in amusement as my feet touched the ground and I pushed Deakon away from me.

      “You’re really gonna cock block me on my birthday?” Deakon muttered to Gibson, who was pulling beers from the cold cabinet.

      “Appears more like a rescue mission by the startled look on her face,” Gibson said through a chuckle.

      “It was a birthday kiss,” I muttered for want of a better excuse.

      “It’s my birthday soon,” Gibson teased. I knew he was joking, but still, I felt as if I were naked, being caught like that—by none other than Gibson Barclay. My cheeks burned with embarrassment.

      Deakon ran his fingers across his bruised lips and shook his head. “You know how long it took me to get that kiss and you crash in here like some fucking dorm master breaking the party up?”

      “Don’t mind me,” Gibson insisted. My hands flew up to cover my face because I felt mortified we’d been caught kissing.

      “Dude, look at her,” Deakon muttered. “Does she look like she doesn’t mind?”

      “How was I to know you’d have your tongue down Levi’s housekeeper’s throat. You came to get beers, remember? That was well over ten minutes ago. I only came to see what the holdup was.”

      Deakon gestured toward me. “She’s not just Levi’s housekeeper. Sadie’s a friend,” he corrected. “Take the beers and get the fuck back to the others. If you mention this, I’ll tell Chloe about that time you got your dick stuck in a wine carafe because you were drunk and needed to penetrate something.” I pulled my hands away and stared in shock at Deakon’s threat. My eyes instantly dropped south to Gibson’s groin as my mind conjured up an X-rated image. Deakon poked his pointer finger gently into my chest with a humorous smile. “I’m up here, Sadie.” My eyes flicked up to meet his and he gave me a dirty, salacious grin. “Don’t ask and don’t repeat that either.”

      I erupted in a fit of the giggles and Gibson frowned at his friend. “Yeah? What about the time when you—”

      “Get the fuck out or you’ll be walking home tonight,” Deakon barked, pretending to be annoyed. Gibson winked at me and chuckled at his friend’s reaction. “Y’all have nothing to worry about. My lips are sealed.” He began to walk away and muttered, “Unlike y’alls lips when I came in and your tongues appeared firmly wedged down one another’s throats.”

      We both followed Gibson’s big frame until we couldn’t see him anymore. Once he’d gone, I turned and looked back at Deakon who appeared to be carefully assessing me. For a moment we stood suspended in time again until I asked, “Did he really get his dick …” Deakon chuckled and nodded. “That was one of the tamer stories I pulled out of my armory about him. I’m saving the big guns for the times when I’m really in trouble.”

      I chuckled. “I guess I’ve missed hearing most of your band stories by squirreling myself away at Levi’s place.”

      “That’s not a bad thing,” he warned. Tenderly, he smoothed my hair down both sides of my face, leaned in and pressed a kiss on the end of my nose. “Thanks … for my birthday gift… the kiss. I also want to remind you there’s another five hours or so of my birthday left … should you want to do that again. That kiss has been the highlight of my day so far.”

      Stepping back from me, he turned and began to walk away, then stopped and looked over his shoulder. “I know you can’t picture this yet, but one day soon, I’m going to have you beneath me. You’re going to beg me … and you’re not going to run away.”

      I scoffed. “You have a wild imagination,” I remarked, but couldn’t keep the grin from my face.

      “Nothing gets in the way of ambition,” he stated in a serious tone. “We’ll see. Meanwhile, get your pretty ass on the deck and try to be sociable. Levi’s on his way back and then Mikey’s going to light the bonfire. If you’re good, maybe I’ll ask Gibson to sing for you.”

      “Jesus, now it feels like it’s my birthday,” I said, sounding excited. Instantly Deakon rushed back, took my head between his hands, and kissed me again. Soft needy moans fell from both of our mouths and just as I was about to become boneless, he pulled away. Breathless, he stepped back, leaving me panting for breath. We stood staring at one another, our gaze loaded with desperation.

      “What was that for?” I asked, feeling stunned.

      “Oh, I thought you said it was your birthday.” Deakon winked as he adjusted himself in his pants. “Later,” he muttered. “Drink, baby. You look like you’re dying of thirst,” he said, tipping his chin at the glass of red wine he’d poured for me. Swiping a bottle of beer from the counter, he cocked it in my direction and wandered away like nothing had happened between us.
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      I can’t remember a time when my heart ever felt fuller than it was as I sat on my beach, surrounded by some of my favorite people.

      “Surprise!” I dragged my eyes away from Sadie and Chloe who were deep in an animated conversation and glanced up at the kitchen patio doors. My jaw dropped when I saw Jude staring down at us with a grin on his face that defied his usually broody features. He began to bound down the steps to the beach to meet me.

      “What the fuck are you doing here? I can’t believe you left Esther,” I admonished as I jumped to my feet. We hugged one another—hard.

      “Esther,” Jude called out. For a moment I thought he was joking until she appeared at the door with Jude’s mom and dad in tow. Jude’s father was holding a tiny car seat that I assumed held their new baby.

      “Oh. My. God. I don’t believe this,” I said with a pounding heart as the shock from seeing them reverberated through me. “You only had a baby yesterday,” I stared astonished at Esther, who apart from having a small bump in her belly, looked like she hadn’t just given birth. Leaving Jude, I ran up the steps two at a time, gave Esther a hug and stole a look at their baby. “Wow. She’s teeny … precious—but teeny,” I muttered in wonder at the tiny bundle of perfection lying asleep.

      “Gorgeous, right?” Jude and Esther said like they’d had plenty of practice saying that line together already.

      “Look at that frown,” I said when I saw the crease between their little girl’s eyes. “She gets that from her moody dad,” I mused. It then struck me how fatigued Esther likely was. “Jesus, what am I thinking, sweetheart. Let’s get you to a seat.” I held under her elbow and began helping her down the stairs. Jude took the baby from his father and followed us down to the beach.

      Esther chuckled. “I had a baby, Deakon. You don’t need to assist me, I didn’t get osteo-arthritis.”

      Ignoring her, I guided her to a chair and put an extra cushion on the seat before she sat down. Jude chuckled when he saw me do this. “What? You don’t push something that big out of a pea sized hole and not feel like you’ve been split in half afterward.”

      “And you’d know this … how?” Jude teased, laughing.

      Gibson laughed with him. “Deakon Brosley—unfiltered as ever.”

      “Well, I appreciate the gesture,” Esther remarked, flashing a scolding look at her partner as she came to my defense. She smiled and winced as she gingerly sat down.

      I took a second to realize the others were still on the patio and deck above us. Jude’s parents, his sister, Gemma, Luis, her boyfriend, Levi, Trinnie, Gabby, Beth and Bodhi. A lump formed in my throat as a wave of emotion struck me that I barely held back. “I can’t believe this,” I mumbled in a broken tone as I shook my head.

      “You’ve got a big family,” Gibson stated as he slapped my back in support and gave me a side hug.

      I nodded again, too choked up to speak.

      “Right. That’s enough of the emotional shit. This is supposed to be a celebration. What’s a guy got to do to get something to eat around here?” Jude asked. He bent down, swiped his new baby from the car seat and carefully placed their daughter on Esther’s lap.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      For the next hour we listened in gory detail to the story of Honey being born, how Jude cut the cord, and all the drama surrounding the last days of Esther’s pregnancy. We were then informed by Jude’s parents how Honey resembled Jude when he was a baby, and how Levi had instantly bonded with his new niece.

      As our reward for sitting through this, we all got to ‘test drive’ holding Honey. I couldn’t get past how light and fragile she was, and I wondered if I would ever be a father myself. I glanced up and caught Sadie watching me. From her well-guarded expression, I couldn’t imagine what she was thinking, so I just smiled.

      My heart sank when Sadie avoided my gaze, but I did see her touch the corners of her eyes with her pinkie and realized she had become emotional for some reason.

      Eventually, Esther excused herself after I’d asked my housekeeper to prepare my master suite. Every room in my house had been filled, but if Jude and Esther had made it all the way to California to put me first, then I had no problem ensuring that I returned the favor by making way for them to be comfortable in my bed.

      It was around 11:00 p.m. by the time we lit the bonfire and the young ones had been settled for the night. As we each settled down with our drinks, Jude came back alone. It didn’t take long before Beth asked if anyone was going to sing tonight.

      “I will,” Lina said, full of enthusiasm.

      “No, you won’t,” Sadie admonished quickly. “I’m still traumatized from the last song you sang.” Everyone laughed at how quickly Sadie shut Lina down.

      Jude looked puzzled until Levi nudged him. “You don’t want to hear her, buddy. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      “Deakon wrote a song,” Korry disclosed, and I figured he’d said this out of desperation to distract everyone from Lina volunteering. I shot him a glare, unusually embarrassed he’d spoken up about it, but Greg backed him up.

      “Seriously, guys. It’s great. I think it’s got the potential to be the bull’s nuts.” Greg had gushed how huge he felt it could be when he’d heard it.

      “Did you really write a song or are they shitting me?” Levi asked, wide eyed with his hand on his chest. I nodded. “You put down lyrics?”

      I nodded again, shrugged and cast a glance at Gibson who was a prolific song writer. I smirked, instantly embarrassed.

      “Come on, let’s hear it. It’s not like you to be shy,” Gibson encouraged.

      “It was just something I wanted to get off my chest, is all. It’s not very good.” My eyes wandered to Sadie, and I thought how brave she had been when she’d told me something she’d felt she’d be judged for. “All right. I’ll sing it. But you need to remember, it’s still rough. Lina, can you do me a favor and go bring down an acoustic guitar?”

      Lina looked pissed like she was about to argue with me. Sadie piped up. “I’ll go.”

      While Sadie collected my guitar, I felt nervous about putting myself out there to be judged in front of not only my bandmates, but my buddy, Gibson. I closed my eyes for a moment to center myself, and a couple of minutes later, Sadie appeared beside me.

      “Here you go,” she said, handing the full-sized instrument over to me.

      With hundreds of performances under my belt I should have been blasé about singing in front of everyone. But the song I had written was a personal outpouring of emotion about losing my twin.

      For just over three minutes I struggled my way through the words and although I held the tune, I had sounded unintentionally emotional during my performance. My voice had broken twice, when the lyrics had brought back vivid images of Avery to my mind. But thankfully those reflections were of a vibrant, healthy teen, before her drug addiction had robbed her of her light.

      “Fuck,” Levi and Gibson breathed out in unison when the last note from the strings died in the air. “You need to do the vocals on that song if we record it. I couldn’t do it justice. That was amazing,” Levi muttered. He appeared a little emotional as well.

      “Me, sing solo?” I scoffed as my heart still thundered in my chest. Singing it to them really moved me but I doubted I could do it to a packed audience.

      “You need to do it,” Sadie piped up. My gaze turned to her and saw she’d been crying. “My heart broke for you, listening to that.”

      “Maybe I should do a duet with Lina?” I joked to take the focus away from me.

      Levi and Sadie chuckled. “God, no,” they blurted out together.

      “It still needs work … I mean I wrote it in about twenty minutes, so it’s not finished,” I insisted.

      “Don’t fix what ain’t broken,” Gibson remarked. “You need to perform it, just like that.”

      “Gibson’s right,” Jude said. “You need to write birthday songs more often because it’s perfect the way it is.”

      Thankfully, the focus shifted from me to a new song Gibson had written about a man being ghosted by an ex-lover and how he won her back again. He sang it acapella and as usual his voice, tone and delivery were nothing less than perfect. During the song, I saw Sadie was enthralled by his performance, and I was entranced from watching her. When he finished and Jude, Korry and Greg were giving their feedback, Levi tapped me on the leg.

      “Don’t do it, dude.”

      I frowned as I turned to look at him. “Don’t do what?”

      “Fuck my housekeeper,” Levi muttered.

      “What the fuck?” I questioned.

      “Exactly. What the fuck, dude. I see the way you look at her. It’s the same way Jude looked at Esther in the early days.”

      “There are no early days with me and Sadie. She’s a friend.”

      “Liar. If you go after her and she feels she needs to leave, I’ll never forgive you.”

      Had I been sure of Sadie’s feelings toward me, I’d have told him it was none of his business, what Sadie and I did together. But I wasn’t convinced that there was all that much to defend. Plus, Sadie still needed to be encouraged to tell Levi why she had chosen to stay with him for so long in the first place.

      “She’s a nice girl,” I mumbled, unsure of what to say.

      “And you’re a bad boy,” Levi countered. He let out a heavy sigh. “Look, I’m asking you nicely. Stick it anywhere else you want, but not inside her.”

      “Dude. It’s my birthday. I’m trying to enjoy myself here. Don’t spoil it.”

      Levi hesitated for a beat, then nodded. “All right, I get it. This is a conversation we still need to have, but I’ll save it for another day.”
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      It had been a long day, which had ended with Beth sharing my bed with me, after she’d given Bodhi the bedroom she’d been in. It had been years since I’d slept beside someone, and I couldn’t settle, partly for this reason, but mainly because Beth was ridiculously restless when she was unconscious. So, after she’d elbowed me and swiped my pillow from under my head, I gave up trying to get some rest and got up in search of coffee.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” My legs buckled when Deakon’s voice came from the darkness of the great room.

      I clutched the cup I had in my hand to my chest. “Fuck,” I muttered. “You gave me a fright. What are you doing sitting there in the dark? Why aren’t you in bed?”

      “Don’t relish the thought of sleeping with Jude and Esther,” he informed me.

      “Ah. I didn’t realize you gave them your bedroom, that was kind of you. So, what are you doing?” I asked, wandering toward his silhouette. “You have this massive house and you’re sleeping on a couch?”

      “Not sleeping. Thinking,” he corrected.

      “Damn that’s what that annoying noise is? I wondered why I couldn’t nod off.”

      He chuckled. “You never give up, huh?”

      “Nope.” I heard a note of melancholy in his tone. “What were you thinking about?” I probed.

      “Life. My life. Family, the band, Lina moving to Colorado … you,” he confessed.

      “Me?” I mumbled and sat on the edge of the couch beside him.

      “Yeah. You. What’s going to happen next. How we can help you. Do you want us to get involved with the Jesse situation? Will you leave? How would I feel about that if you did? There are many things going on in my alcohol-sodden brain.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me. I can take care of myself,” I said quickly. It was a default sentence I’d used many times with Levi, but in truth I was petrified to strike out on my own. Plus, my heart felt heavy each time I tried to contemplate not being around Levi and lately, more at not being around Deakon.

      “How? By living in constant denial and hiding out at Levi’s house? It’s one thing being there by choice, and quite another to believe that’s your only option.”

      “It is my only option,” I blurted. “Even if my problem with Jesse miraculously disappeared, I’m not qualified to do anything except housekeeping … and I need a place to live. Just because I told you what happened doesn’t make my problem yours. I’ve managed fine up until now. Besides, I love Levi and taking care of his home for him. You don’t need to think about me.”

      Deakon sat up and swung his legs to the floor. “Fuck, Sadie. It’s become impossible for me not to think about you … and also … Levi knows.”

      “Knows?” I repeated as panic gripped my chest. “About Jesse?”

      Deakon snickered. “No. He knows about us,” he said, wagging a finger between us. “Not everything, but he’s warned me off you.”

      “What?” I shrieked, mortified and instantly worried at what this would mean for me in the first instance, but also for Levi and Deakon’s friendship.

      “He wants me to leave you alone—but I can’t. This feeling I have in here, won’t go away.” Deakon smacked his bare chest with his palm.

      “What feeling?” I asked nervously.

      “Want. Need … I don’t know how the hell to describe it,” he grumbled, throwing his hands in the air. “All I know is the harder you pull away from this connection, the stronger I want to hold on. Girl, I’ve never dealt with anyone so fucking obstinate in my life. Yet, you stir feelings within me that make me want to try harder. I don’t think any woman has made me feel this way before.”

      “Those are probably violent feelings,” I teased, because over time ours had become a love-hate relationship.

      “There’s that too,” he muttered and chuckled. “No, seriously though, what’s going on with me has been simmering for quite some time. I know you feel it too.”

      I stared into the darkness. “There’s no doubt we have a connection, but I think what’s happening here is vacation fever. Everyone’s different when they’re away from home.”

      “You mean like a holiday romance?” he questioned with a raised brow.

      I nodded. “Yeah. We were out of our usual comfort zones at Thanksgiving and now you kissed me here.”

      “Sadie, I’d kiss you anytime, anywhere, if you’d let me. But apart from that night and here at my cabin, I’ve only ever seen you at Levi’s. After the last time, and the weirdness between us, I felt how awkward you found talking to me. Levi’s home is your home. That makes my position extra tricky,” he argued.

      “Or it prevents you from hurting me,” I countered. “So, say I sleep with you again—then what? Do I become your fuck buddy in Key Largo?”

      “What? No. Absolutely not. I’m not coming after you for some loose arrangement. I’m saying our connection, could mean more.”

      “Until it doesn’t,” I countered. “How do I have a relationship with you? As what … your girlfriend? You heard Gibson, I have a position already. You even said it yourself. I’m Levi’s housekeeper.”

      Deakon moved so fast, I barely drew breath before he crouched in front of me and held my head in his hands. “That’s not all you are to me. It’s the least of what you are to me.”

      In the dim light from the moon cascading through the huge patio door, I saw Deakon’s eyes shine as he gazed into mine. His serious expression felt honest.

      I don’t know what made me do it, but I closed the space between us and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      “Fuck yeah,” he muttered.

      I placed my hand on his bare chest, over his heart and pulled back enough to see his face. “This is an extremely bad idea,” I decided.

      Deakon’s hands skimmed down my neck, over my shoulders and slid under my arms to my ribcage. My heart almost exploded out of my chest when he brought us both to our feet and smiled warmly down at me. Reaching over, he grabbed the soft throw that had covered him and placed it over my shoulders. Tucking me into his side he led me outside and onto the deck.

      “I disagree,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s the best idea I’ve had all day,” he muttered. It was only once he’d sat down on an armless, rocking chair, that I realized he was naked.

      “Oh, Lord,” I mumbled, although there was nothing spiritual about the devilish grin he wore once I caught sight of him fully erect.

      “Get on me,” he ordered, slapping his thigh with one hand, and tugging me closer with the other. He pulled me astride him and placed his hands on my hips. “Perfection,” he whispered as a hand left my hip and slipped under the front hem of my tank top. My breath hitched when he grabbed my right breast none to gently. “Kiss me,” he demanded, as he slumped farther down the chair and ground himself hard against my sex.

      As our tongues tangled and our breathing morphed into short, excited pants, passion and desire flowed through my veins. I was practically boneless from his expert touch and so aroused I could hardly stand it. Deakon had appeared happy to restrict his exploration of the soft skin on my upper torso, until he broke our steaming hot kiss.

      Breathing heavily, he lifted me off him, pulled my pajama shorts down and shoved me back on the cushions of some sectional seating. In seconds, he was on his knees in front of me as his hands skimmed the length of my inner thighs. Wasting no time, he spread my legs, and buried his face between them.

      “Oh, God,” I said, the words leaving my mouth on a breath. My back arched involuntarily the instant his hot tongue slid between my folds. “Deakon,” I whispered urgently.

      “Fuuuuuck,” he ground out as he sat back on his heels, looking satisfied after taking a long, greedy lick. “You’re dripping wet, and your cunt tastes incredible. You have no idea what you do to me.”

      Dipping his head again, Deakon licked, sucked and fucked my entrance with his tongue, nipped my clit with his teeth and circled the hood of my clit languishingly until I thought I would lose my mind. I was almost completely lost to him then he abruptly stopped.

      “What?” I asked, immediately eyeing the kitchen door, thinking he might have heard someone.

      “No condoms,” he muttered frustratedly.

      “Right,” I said, sounding disappointed. “We can still do other stuff,” I suggested shamelessly—too turned on to care about sounding bold. I sat up and reached for his cock, but before I could get a proper hold on it. Deakon rose to his feet.

      “Right, fuck it. Other stuff it is,” he said playfully with a grin.

      Grabbing me, he quickly turned me upside down with my face toward his groin. I giggled as he rested my knees on his shoulders with his head between them. “Go on, baby, have at it,” he said with a chuckle as he buried his face in my sex and began devouring me again.

      I moaned as I wrapped a hand around his long, thick cock and brushed my lips over his smooth, shiny, cut tip.

      As I took him in my mouth, Deakon broke contact with me to suck in a breath through his teeth, then resumed exploring my sex with his tongue.

      I’d never given or received oral in that upside down position before. But it felt, raw, possessive and disorientating. “Oh, God,” I muttered as I came. My brain instantly felt like it was in meltdown as a dizzying state of euphoria washed over me and stars burst behind my closed eyelids. Strangled sounds came from my full mouth as I screamed around Deakon’s shaft. He tightened his arms around my waist and held me in place until I rode out my orgasm and it began to ebb away. Seconds later he pulled out and came on my neck and chin.

      “Best birthday ever,” Deakon muttered as he turned me the right way up and gently stood. He carefully placed me flat on my back on the sectional seating. “If you argue with me tomorrow after that, I’ll tie you up naked and leave you outside the boat house,” he warned as he leaned over to a napkin dispenser and pulled out a wad into his hand.

      “Always need to have the last word, don’t you,” I mumbled, still basking in the bliss of the moment.

      “It would have been … if you hadn’t just spoken,” he grumbled as he wiped my front clean and disposed of the paper in a small trashcan. Sitting down on the sectional seating, he pulled me back onto his lap. “We’ll just take ten minutes to recover then you’d better go back to bed.”

      “Last word,” I said, and he chuckled, grabbed the throw he’d taken out with us and covered our mostly naked bodies, except for my tank pajama top which had remained miraculously cum-free. Not wanting to argue with him, I placed my head over his heart and closed my eyes, realizing I felt completely safe in the arms of a man for the first time in years.

    

  







            CHAPTER 33

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      A sharp poke dug into my shoulder, pulling me from sleep. A body lay heavily on my chest, and I had pins and needles in my legs. As she began to shift, I remembered it was Sadie and where we were. It was still dark out and someone triggered the deck lighting. I cracked open an eye and saw Jude looming large in front of me, his shadowed face frowning as he clutched his new baby to his chest. “Are you fucking kidding me?” he hissed in a whisper. “Sadie?”

      Sadie instantly stiffened at the mention of her name, and she lifted her head. “Shit,” she muttered, and buried her head under the throw.

      “Not your business, dude,” I warned Jude as I began to move Sadie, being careful not to pull the throw off her naked bottom half.

      “You do realize you’ve created a shit show, right? Levi mentioned to me he was worried you’d make a move on her.”

      “Stop talking about me like I’m invisible. I’m right here, Jude. It might come as a surprise to you, but even housekeepers have vaginas.” I chuckled at her snarky come back from under the covers.

      “I’m assuming our good friend Deak here made that discovery for himself,” Jude remarked angrily. “Levi’s gonna be pissed with you, Deak.”

      Sadie slung the cover back and her hair crackled with electricity. “Can you go take that baby somewhere else. How can I seriously get my point across when I’m lying here half naked and you’re standing there looking all hot and appealing like some hero firefighter rescuing an innocent puppy.”

      I laughed at her observation. “She’s right. Get the fuck off my deck, at least until we get dressed,” I ordered.

      “Dressed? I don’t see much in the way of clothing anywhere,” Jude mumbled as he bowed his head and scanned the deck. “Apart from these?” he said picking up Sadie’s sleep shorts. “What are these worth to you?” he teased, swinging them in front of her. She tried to grab them, and Jude swiped them away. “Twenty … no fifty bucks,” he teased again.

      “You do realize if you don’t give me those and let me get dressed in private, I’ll sabotage the next meal I make for you,” she countered. Jude chuckled and dropped them on her back as she was still lying on her stomach on the sectional. I eased Sadie the rest of the way off me and stood up.

      “You made your point, asshole. Let’s go inside and let the lady get dressed,” I said.

      Jude looked wide eyed in astonishment. “Who are you, and what did you do with my dirty bandmate, Deakon Brosley.”

      I shot him a glare and shook my head. “Sadie’s different. I care about her,” I muttered. Jude’s eyes flashed even wider as he hoisted his daughter up his chest and carefully rubbed her back. I began walking toward the kitchen door and Jude followed, leaving Sadie outside.

      “Anyone ever tell you how nice your ass is?” Jude joked as I walked in front of him.

      “Yeah, I’ve had that said loads. Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered dryly as we stepped inside my kitchen. I headed to the couch I’d intended to sleep on in the great room, grabbed my shorts from the floor beside it and slid them on.

      Jude took a chair, sunk back into it and rested his daughter on his chest like an appendage. He inhaled her dark hair and kissed the top of her head before he looked at me again.

      “You must have a death wish fucking Sadie. Levi’s going to go ballistic. Couldn’t you have brought a chick with you?” he suggested.

      “Technically, I didn’t fuck her … not last night anyway,” I argued, then cringed at my admission. “We …” I shrugged. “Fooled around.”

      “Fooled is right,” he chuckled. “So now what? You scratched an itch? Was that it?”

      “That wasn’t an itch. I like her.”

      “You like her? What the fuck does that mean?” he challenged. “Dude, you must be a sadist? I mean, I agree that last night was the most civil I’ve seen her, but I figured that was because she’s a guest. What happens when Levi takes her home and she becomes the same snarky housekeeper we all love to hate?”

      “I’ve never hated her,” I blurted out.

      Jude stared incredulously. “What are you saying? You caught feelings for her?”

      “You say that like it’s an STD.”

      “Might as well be, given the discomfort you’re gonna be in when Levi finds out you’ve been fiddling with his pet project.”

      “Listen to you, Mr. Righteous. It wasn’t so long ago that I don’t remember how you tried to hide your feelings for Levi’s little sister,” I snapped. Jude’s eyes narrowed and I knew we were getting into dangerous territory. During that time, our ex-bassist, Joe, gave him hell for his attraction to Levi’s teenage sister.

      “There you are,” Esther muttered as she came into view. She had two circular, wet patches on her T-shirt over her tits. “Come back to bed, Honey’s likely to want to feed soon.”

      Jude stood up. “Coming, I’ll meet you up there,” he told her. He glanced back toward me and shook his head again. “It’s not going to be pretty, watching you get yourself out of this mess.”
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      “I thought he’d never go back to bed,” Sadie muttered, sounding regretful, as she came into the great room with her head down. “I’d better do the same.”

      “No. Come here. I want to talk to you,” I demanded.

      “It’s fine. Jude’s right—”

      “No, he fucking well isn’t. This is my life … and yours. Do you regret what we did? And don’t tell me we were drunk.”

      “We kinda were—”

      “Bullshit,” I roared, making her jump. “I’m not going to let you diminish what happened this time with some lame excuse. I own my part in what we did.” I shrugged. “I expect you to do the same.” Sadie gave me a furtive look and cast her eyes over my head. “Who cares that Levi might be pissed and think I crossed a line? Don’t we deserve the same life as him and Jude? We’re both responsible for how we behave. I won’t allow him to treat me like I’m a predator.

      “I know you’re not, but Levi only wants to protect me,” she muttered.

      “From what? He has no idea what happened to you. But I do,” I reminded her.

      “Look, what exactly is it that you want from me?” she asked.

      “I want you to face your feelings. I want you to acknowledge you feel as strongly about what’s happening between us as I do. If you want something more with me, then let’s do this. I don’t want to sneak around and fumble into awkward, drunken hook ups like the last two times.”

      “What are you suggesting? I become your girlfriend?” Sadie scoffed in disbelief. The sarcasm in her tone dripped from her tongue and landed as a spike in my chest. “I heard Levi tell Trinnie you’re going to play some gigs in Oklahoma and Texas soon. What happens then? Do I become your girlfriend when you come to Levi’s, and not when you’re touring so that you can hook up with other women when you’re on the road? You know my circumstances. They haven’t changed because I’ve come to California for a week. This thing … you and me.” She shrugged. “It’s great in theory, but it’s practically impossible to see a future in it.”

      “That’s just it. I agree there are obstacles in our way, and we’ve still got a lot to work out, but why can’t we have a future, if that’s what we both want. Would you want that with me?”

      “I find this whole conversation bizarre. In all the time I’ve known you, you have never had a girlfriend. Not one.”

      “What can I say? I’m picky,” I joked. “I hadn’t found a girl worth my time, until now … until you.”

      My admission took the wind out of her, and she stood staring at me like she was stunned. I had no idea what was going on in her head, but I could see her mull over what I’d said. Her eyes narrowed as if she was searching for the truth on my face, so I stared right back in defiance, willing her to challenge me again.

      “God, this is a lot to think about,” she eventually decided. “I need to go upstairs and shower before everyone else gets up,” she said. I got what she was doing. She was running away because she couldn’t face me putting her on the spot. I cursed Jude for finding us the way he had because it had brought the subject of us to a head at a faster pace than I would have liked.

      “I know your secrets, Sadie,” I reminded her again. “They don’t scare me off and trust me, they’ll get resolved. Go to bed if you must, but we’ll be revisiting this again. I’m not letting another day slide by without trying to find some answers. All I need from you is a nod that you’re willing to see where this goes with us.”

      She looked worried and wrapped her arms around her waist. “I’ll think about it,” she muttered. “See you when I get up.”
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      “Did I hear Jude down here?” Levi walked into the great room dressed only in jeans with the button and half his fly still undone. He padded barefooted over to the kitchen, leaned over my coffee machine and stared for a long moment. “What the fuck am I supposed to do with this? Why can’t you just have a regular coffee machine like everyone else?” he grumbled.

      I snickered and moved from the couch to the kitchen to help him. “About last night,” he began.

      I immediately stopped what I was doing and turned to look at him. “Seriously? Your eyes are barely opened and you’re going to jump in the deep end with me on this? It’s not even daylight yet, and you want to give me shit?” I pointed toward the window where dawn was just breaking.

      He shrugged. “This might be the only chance I’ll get to talk to you alone before everyone else gets up. The house is full of people,” he remarked, stating this obvious point. “I’m not going to sit back and watch you fuck Sadie up because you’ve taken a liking to her. You can see how far she’s come in the past few months. It’s taken over two and a half years to see any real shift in her moods and level of trust.”

      “Look, I’ve always said how patient you’ve been with her. I admire you for opening your home and taking Sadie in. That demonstrated your trust of others on another level, dude. I’ve seen how she gave you nothing in return for your kindness in the past and I believe that takes unconditional love on your part,” I said as I began preparing coffee beans for us both again.

      “Good. I’m glad you acknowledge the hard work that’s gone into her,” he replied, sounding relieved.

      “You’ve done the rescue work … which is the most difficult part of healing. But now you’ve got to let go. Sadie’s an adult. Have you ever been able to coax her to do something she didn’t want to?” I pressed. “Don’t you think she should make her own mind up about what she wants?”

      Levi placed a hand on my forearm, halting my preparations. “No, I don’t. Not with this. Sadie doesn’t know you like I do. I’ve seen how you treat women. She’s no match for you if you turn on the charm. I don’t want to argue with you or warn you off—”

      “Then don’t,” I barked, slamming the metal pot in my hand down on the counter. I turned to face him, chest to chest. “You’ve got nerve, dude. I remember how you were with women at one time. Besides, what happens between Sadie and me is exactly that … between the two of us. How’s about you extend me a little trust for a change? Both you and Jude have been extremely vocal in warning me, Korry and Greg off women. First with Esther, then with Beth when she first came on the scene. What gives you the right to determine who Sadie, or Beth for that matter, should be with?”

      “Dude, I know you—”

      “So, you keep saying. But do you really?” I challenged, my tone laced with frustration. “How often have you been in my company on a night out recently?”

      Levi drew in a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh. He clenched his jaw, and I watched the small muscle tick as he tried to keep his temper under control. In the past, he was prone to lash out whenever his frustration overwhelmed him. Unfortunately, in situations such as these, adrenaline had the same effect on me.

      “Are you two quarrelling?” Trinnie asked as she rushed into the room.

      “No,” Levi replied in a clipped remark.

      “Yes, we are,” I argued, side eyeing her before staring back at Levi.

      “What the hell happened?” she demanded, frowning.

      “He’s sniffing around Sadie, and I won’t stand by and watch him destroy the trust we’ve built up.”

      “Trust?” I scoffed. “Thirty-one months, and you have no idea what her issue is,” I said, quoting the time, Sadie had given me.

      “Exactly. But I’m getting closer,” Levi insisted.

      “Right. Do you think you’re the only person she can talk to?”

      “I’m the person she’s closest to.”

      “Fuck, me, dude. Can you hear yourself? You sound like a jealous schoolboy.”

      “No, Deakon. Levi’s been living with Sadie and he’s naturally protective of a girl he cares about,” Trinnie admonished.

      I sighed. “All right. I’m sorry. But how about you consider this? Maybe she’s too close to you. She might be ashamed of something that happened and thinks if she makes a disclosure that you’ll treat her differently. Sadie’s a proud girl, what if she can’t stand to think you’d pity her?”

      “Jesus, really? You hardly know the girl. You tick her the fuck off whenever you see one another, and you’re going to lecture me like you have some insight into her situation?”

      For a moment the words, ‘she already told me what happened’, were on the tip of my tongue, but no matter how pissed I was at him for trying to come between Sadie and me, I would never have crushed him like that. “In all the years I’ve known you, this is the first time you haven’t had my back,” I said instead.

      “Your back is secure. Sadie’s isn’t. The girl relies on me.”

      “Hear that?” I asked, cupping my hand to my ear. “Dependency. If you let her hang at your place without helping her to face her past, you’re perpetuating her trauma. Letting her lean on your generosity isn’t solving her problem. You went to rehab to face your demons after all this time. Maybe it’s time for Sadie to give some answers. If you won’t press her for that, then at least ask her how she feels about me.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 35

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






SADIE

        

      

    

    
      Deakon and I made eye contact as we passed one another on the steps to the beach. His fingertips brushed my arm and my step faltered. A small buzz from the contact lingered where he’d touched my skin.

      “You need to talk to Levi,” Deakon muttered. The dark look he gave me tightened my chest.

      “Why?”

      “You know why. You need to tell him your history. He came down and challenged me about you this morning. I’m so pissed I can hardly look at him.”

      A pang of shock made my heart speed up. “I’m not ready,” I protested.

      “Yes. Yes, you are. You told me. This needs to happen now, you’ve run out of time. If you don’t come clean now, it’s going to drive a wedge between you, me and him. I promise, I’ll help you in every way I can.”

      “I won’t be able to cope if he treats me with kid gloves.”

      “He won’t. I’ll make sure of that. Sure, he might look at you differently, but it won’t be in the way that you think. Baby, when I look at you, now that I know, I see a warrior … a fighter. The moment you share your trauma with someone, you stop being a victim of circumstance and become a survivor. I’m here for you, but until you tell him, there’s going to be friction between Levi and me. We’ve got a small tour coming up. It’ll affect our performance if we don’t iron this out.”

      “Shit,” I muttered, shocked at the thought of raking over the details again. “Can it wait until we go home?”

      “No, Sadie. Enough is enough. What we are to one another took a jump last night and from my perspective, it felt amazing. I know how I feel about what happened, and I don’t want to give up finding out what we are without a fight.” He frowned. “It came close to that this morning.”

      “What?” I asked, shocked.

      He shrugged. “Levi and I faced off in the kitchen. I can’t say it wouldn’t have come to blows if Trinnie hadn’t broken the argument up.”

      “Oh, God.” I hugged myself and glanced down toward the beach. Levi was watching us, and the weight of his stare became suffocating. “You Don’t Own Me” by Grace ft G-Easy played in the background and I glance back to Deakon, frowning.

      “Does that look like the usual mild-mannered guy you live with?” Deakon asked.

      I shook my head. “What did I do? I make terrible decisions about my life.”

      “Huh? Don’t you dare try to pass this off as if you made another mistake. You weren’t drunk, Sadie. You went into last night with your eyes wide open, and so did I. I meant what I said. I like you and the fact I almost fought my close buddy to get him to understand that, should leave you in no doubt how serious I am.” Deakon lifted his hand and stroked my hair. “The time is now, baby, and I’ll be with you all the way, if that helps.”

      Adrenaline made my body physically shake and I saw Levi spring out of his chair and bound up the steps toward me after Deakon touched me. As he drew nearer, I saw how furious Levi looked. “Right,” I muttered.

      “What did I say—” Levi warned with a wild look in his eyes as he reached us.

      “Can we talk?” I asked, taking the wind out of Levi’s aggression.

      He gave me a pointed look and held his breath.

      “We can use the music room. It’s soundproofed and the rest of the band are still in bed,” Deakon suggested.

      “I want to talk to Sadie alone,” Levi demanded.

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer Deakon to be there,” I insisted. Hurt flashed in Levi’s eyes at my request and it crushed my heart. “Please?” I begged. Levi exhaled tiredly and nodded.

      He turned to Trinnie and Gabby who were playing in the sand. “I’m going to be in the music room for a while,” he informed her before Deakon turned and led me up the steps toward the house.
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      A thunderous look passed between Levi and Deakon and panic rose in my chest. Deakon reached out to comfort me as I began to pour out the incident that had led me to my boss’s door. Levi looked devastated that I’d chosen Deakon to confide in, in the first instance.

      “You should have told me, Sadie.” Levi stared grimly back at me, his face ashen and his eyes dull. I sensed he felt I’d betrayed him by telling my story to someone other than him.

      “I know,” was the best I could mutter.

      “Sometimes it’s easier to tell bad things to people who aren’t quite as close,” Deakon explained. “I believe Sadie made her disclosure to me, because she felt it was time to tell you, but she needed support to do it. She knew I would call her out for putting you in such a dicey position … which I did.”

      “That’s true,” I agreed. “I’ve been attracted to Deakon for a while, and it’s brought out some feelings I knew I needed to face at some point. On one hand, Deakon being attracted to me made me feel excited, and on the other, I feel petrified. As his flirtations became more persistent, it’s gotten harder to push him away. Levi, the past couple of years have been lonely …” I confessed as I implored Levi to understand. “I was tired of the flip flop kind of moods he stirred within me … tired of being a bitch all the time. So, I thought if he knew my story it would put him off.”

      Deakon chuckled and squeezed my hand. “No chance.”

      Levi’s lips pinched into a line. His spine was ramrod straight and the tension in his body was almost palpable in the air. “Now that I know her situation, I’m adamant that you need to back off and leave her alone, dude.”

      “What?” Deakon barked as he sat upright in his chair. I jumped, startled and swallowed roughly, worried about the tense atmosphere between them. Deakon turned to look at me and his brown eyes instantly softened in concern. “Sorry, baby.”

      “Isn’t it obvious to you that you wouldn’t be the guy she chose, if she wasn’t in her situation? You heard her, she’s lonely.”

      “Fuck you, Levi,” Deakon said as he stood up. “I’ve had enough of this shit. Who the fuck do you think you are?” he challenged. My heartbeat doubled at how quickly Deakon’s temper rose. “What Sadie’s been though has likely made her more wary of someone—not less. I say you let the girl make her own mind up about where she takes things from here,” Deakon suggested. “If you remember correctly when you were in a bind and Jude felt he was protecting you from yourself, I was the person who stood up and advocated for you.”

      Levi’s eyes shifted from me to Deakon. “This is different.”

      “No, it’s not. You had reached a point in your life where you felt ready to draw a line under Tyler Knott. I was the one who gave you the respect to know your own mind. You need to support Sadie if she feels able to begin to do the same.”

      “I’ve been fighting how I feel about Deakon since last Thanksgiving,” I admitted in another desperate attempt to make him understand.

      Levi’s eyes widened and he rubbed his hands on his thighs. “I still don’t think he’s right for you. You’ve only known him from when he’s visited me. Most of the time he’s been on his best behavior. Fuck, it’s not that long ago he brought a chick to our home and let her dry hump him in front of you.”

      “Yeah, and I’m not gonna lie, that stung. But I was determined at that point not to get involved with him. He believed I wanted nothing to do with him before he did that.”

      “You can’t save the world, Levi. No matter how hard you try,” Deakon muttered tiredly. “I’m going to be here for Sadie and I’m going to get to the bottom of this thing with Jesse whatever the fuck his name is, and his shady operation.”

      “Very commendable. Then what, Sadie? Do you see yourself staying with Deakon? What happens when he goes on tour with all that temptation around him?”

      “Seriously. I know how I was. You weren’t much better, if truth be told, dude. I know you’re hurting about this and feel betrayed by us both right now. So, I’m going to excuse your comment as heat in a moment of desperation because you’re afraid to let go of responsibility for her,” Deakon muttered.

      “Fuck it. Have at it—both of you. But don’t ask me to pick up the pieces when he fucks you over, Sadie.” Levi stood and strode toward the door. “We’ll be leaving here tomorrow morning. If you still want a job, you’re welcome to fly back with us.”
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      Me: Call me when you land. X

      Livid isn’t a strong enough word to describe how I felt about Levi when I woke and found he’d already left with Sadie. I was furious and hurt because Sadie hadn’t bothered to come and say goodbye either.

      I debated that Levi had maybe sprung the flight home on Sadie at the last minute and she hadn’t been given the time to come and see me. But I knew that was bullshit because like I’d told Levi, Sadie never appeared to do anything she didn’t want to.

      “Jesus, what crawled up Levi’s ass? He was in a foul mood last night. This is the first time I’ve felt any real friction from you guys,” Greg muttered, drawing my attention away from my cell phone as he slumped down onto the couch beside me. “You could have cut the tension between you both with a rusty, old butter knife last night. Have you seen the wall where Levi punched it by the front door. He did that when he left early this morning.”

      “Fuck him,” I spat out. I stood and went to make myself some coffee. I was more concerned that Sadie had gone with him at that point in time. My heart felt bruised by his overprotective attitude toward her, but I’d been hoping to smooth the waters with him before he left. When I found out he’d left before I’d gotten up, I convinced myself he’d done this so that I wouldn’t get a chance to talk Sadie out of leaving with him.

      The way he had cut the vacation short had brought a horrible anti-climax to what should have been an amazing time together. Apart from his possessive interference with Sadie, I felt furious he’d dragged Beth, Jude’s parents, Jude, Esther and the baby all the way here and had taken them back to West Palm Beach the following day again.

      “Mikey went back to Florida with them too. Bodhi stayed since he didn’t get a break due to Esther being in the hospital with the baby,” Korry informed us after chiming in on the conversation Greg was having with me. He slapped Greg on the back and caught his attention. “When we first started out, we had petty arguments all the time. Then, as people began to try to fuck us over, it brought us closer. Plus, when we’d ironed out our egos, we became closer than family,” he explained.

      “So that was a family feud?” Greg asked as he tried to inject some humor into the shit show that now needed to be resolved.

      “I’d quit talking while your teeth are still in your head,” Korry advised our band mate as he nodded in my direction. I eyed Greg with contempt, unsure whether he was trying to get a rise out of me, or whether he had a mad skill set for pissing people off.

      “Gibson’s gone too, huh?” Greg asked, taking the hint for once and diverted the subject away from my spat with Levi.

      “Yeah. Theirs was a flying visit, and Gib had already warned me they’d need to leave at the crack of dawn. I’d said goodbye to him, Chloe, Melody and my sister last night. I hadn’t planned on getting up at stupid o’clock in the night to see them off … although I wish I had now.”

      “As it’s just us boys left, why don’t we take your boat out for the day, chill out and do some drinking?” Korry asked.

      “Done. Anything to pull me out of this funk,” I agreed.

      An hour later, Korry, Greg, Bodhi, Raff and I were powering up the lake with the powerful engine throttle fully opened with the wind whipping through our hair. The fresh breeze due to the speed was welcome, and although being on the water hadn’t smoothed out all my kinks, I felt less agitated.

      “Personally, I agree with you,” Bodhi remarked out of the blue.

      “About?” I questioned, eyeing him warily.

      “Sadie. She should do what she wants. But you know Levi,” he said, shrugging. “He’s naturally protective of the women he cares about.”

      “That implies I’m not,” I barked back. “Yes, I’ve been careless in the past. But none of those girls mattered. Hell, I doubt I mattered to them either. They were bodies, just like I was the rock star they wanted to fuck and boast about afterward.”

      “True,” Bodhi agreed. “I mean it wasn’t as if you forced any of those chicks to lie down and open their legs,” Bodhi muttered.

      I snickered. “If you want to put it like that—no, I didn’t. I’m pissed Levi forced Sadie’s hand and made her chose between being here for the rest of the week and going home with him.”

      “He did that?” Bodhi asked, wide-eyed with surprise.

      “Not in so many words, but he did issue her with an ultimatum. Something about there being a job with him if she still wanted it or something. I can’t remember the exact wording.”

      “I can see both sides of the argument,” Bodhi reasoned. “But I don’t know the whole story, so I can’t judge definitively either way.”

      “I know what happened to Sadie and I need to figure out what to do about it,” I disclosed.

      “You do?” He mulled that point over for a moment. “All right. Do you need a hand with that?”

      “I’m sure muscle would be one way of dealing with it, but if what Sadie says is true, I might need to find a permanent resolution. There’s a cop involved. I’m going to speak to her when she lands, then I can think things through.”

      “Okay, for the record, I know I mainly work with Jude and Levi, but if you need me, I’m here for you too. I’m going to talk to Levi about the way he came down on you. You and Sadie have been going back and forth for a while now. He might have wanted to prevent it from happening, but the angst I’ve seen pass between you with those long, pathetic stares you gave one another, I’d have bet money on y’all getting together. Although now you’ve dipped your toes in the water with her, it’s up to you to prove him wrong.”

      A small cruiser boat passed us by with four rowdy girls on board. When one noticed Korry she ran over to the side closest to us and hung over the railing. “Damn. Of all the shiny things we could find up here in these mineral-rich, California mountains, I guess we hit the jackpot, girls,” she bellowed in a sweet, Southern, flirty tone.

      “Shiny thing right here,” Korry remarked, stroking his shirtless body suggestively and making everyone laugh. “I’m a find much rarer than gold, so I’m told.”

      “Y’all are those guys from Screaming Shadows, right?”

      “That would be us,” Greg remarked, puffing his chest out proudly. “Do you girls want to party?”

      She glanced over her shoulder toward the other three gaping girls in a silent question, and they nodded in agreement. Dramatically, she swung her head back in our direction. “I think we could go for that.” Raff stood and wandered to the back of my boat. “Drop you’re anchor, and I’ll help you ladies aboard.”

      There was only one girl I wanted to party with, and she’d already gone. My stomach knotted again that she’d upped and left without a word. “I’ve got a feeling it’s gonna be a long night watching this lot get stoned. I’m not in the mood for that. Once they’re on board, take me back to my place on the launch and you can come back and hang out with them,” I suggested to Bodhi.

      “The cute little blonde’s mine,” Bodhi called out in a heartbeat and cracked me a grin. “I was beginning to think the girls were outnumbered,” he remarked. “Well, have at it, boss,” he said, and gestured toward the launch when I hadn’t moved. “Can you look smart about it? It’s been well over a week since I’ve been laid.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 37

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      Two days after my birthday, Korry, Greg and Raff flew back to Miami, cutting short my birthday week celebrations. We were all supposed to fly on to Oklahoma together, but now half of us weren’t even talking. I’d been terrible company since Sadie had gone, and I could hardly contain how pissed I was in front of the others that Sadie had not returned any of my calls. Her cell phone had been turned off since the first time I’d tried her, and she hadn’t turned it back on again since.

      Twice on impulse, I booked a charter to fly down to The Keys to confront her, then canceled it again because I was pissed that she had behaved so weak-willed because Levi wasn’t happy.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Bodhi muttered because I kept fidgeting. No matter how much I changed my position, I couldn’t get comfortable on the small aircraft I’d hired to take us to Oklahoma City.

      “Wondering how I’m gonna keep my temper and perform alongside Levi when he’s obviously persuaded Sadie to stay away from me.”

      “How do you know for sure that’s what he did? Maybe she just needs time to think since she told y’all what happened to her? I mean, look how long she kept that bottled up? Maybe once she got home, she might have felt less brave about dealing with it,” Bodhi suggested.

      “Sadie, less brave? Now there’s a comment to ponder.” My sarcastic remark was borne out of rejection. “No, you could be right. She was brave telling me, but she had been silently petrified all along prior to that … hence her fugly behavior.”

      “Fugly?”

      “Yeah, fucking ugly.”

      “Sounds like Mikey and I will have our work cut out for us this tour with you and Levi. But I want you to know, I’m not taking sides,” he mumbled.

      “Look, I know you, Jude and Levi go way back. I’d be a fool if I thought you wouldn’t have his back. But just so you know, when I’m not playing guitar, I’ll keep my hands in my pockets—unless Levi throws a punch first.”

      “Fuck, dude. What happened to band first?” Bodhi reminded me sternly.

      “You might want to direct that question to your buddy. Nice to know after all these years I rank below the housekeeper.”

      The pilot announced we’d be landing soon, and Bodhi strapped on his seatbelt. “You don’t mean that, Deakon. I know you’d want him to care about Sadie.”

      “Yeah, no, I don’t mean it. But it was the way that Levi put it to me, you know?”

      “We all say things we don’t mean in the heat of the moment. You’ve all got baggage you carry. Hurt people, hurt people, but it doesn’t mean it’s intentional,” Bodhi reasoned.

      I shrugged. “Well, he’s had more than two days to put it right and I haven’t heard a word.” My temper rose at that thought, and of what Levi and I not talking meant for the rest of the band. We landed on the ground with a bump and taxied toward the private jet arrivals lounge. Bodhi leaned forward and patted my shoulder. “It’ll work itself out eventually. Try not to bite and if he starts any shit. Trust me, I’ll handle it.”
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      “Everything alright?” Korry asked after a stilted sound check followed by Levi heading straight back to the dressing room without acknowledging any of us.

      “What do you think? In a way he’s made Sadie choose and as I’m the new guy on the block, she’s chosen him out of loyalty.”

      “Sadie’s much stronger than that,” Korry offered. “Maybe you should try to call her while he’s here. Perhaps he’s been around so much at home that she’d have felt guilty talking to you because of how pissed he is.”

      I pulled out my cell phone and tried calling her number again. “Nope. It’s still switched off and not taking messages.”

      Korry shrugged. “What do you want to do? Mooch round out here or—”

      “Or what?” I asked flashing him a dark stare. “If everyone thinks for one second, I’m going to give Levi a wide berth and avoid him, y’all are sadly mistaken.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant it from a performance perspective. You getting all riled up isn’t going to make us sound any better,” Korry argued.

      “Never once have I let this band down … maybe that one time when my cell phone rang. But no matter what, I give the fans one hundred percent each time I go out here,” I said, pointing down at the stage floor.

      Before we’d started our soundcheck, I’d been drinking a can of soda. I swiped it up, crushed it in my hand and tossed it in a recycling bin on the way back to our dressing room. The last thing I was willing to do was give Levi the impression I was keeping out of his way.

      As I pushed open the door to the dressing room, hostility was thick in the air. Greg for once was silent and sat quietly, texting on his phone.

      Jude stood and pulled up his jeans by his belt, wandered over to the drinks cooler and pulled out four bottles of beer. “Here,” he muttered, passing one to me, Korry, Greg, and kept one for himself. The peach tea Levi was drinking was almost full. “Sit,” Jude muttered to me as he nodded toward a spare couch beside him.

      “Parenthood going okay? Esther and the little one good?” I asked, making conversation.

      Jude’s face softened the instant I mentioned his family. “Esther’s a natural mother, and I appear to have turned into this neurotic version of myself,” he chuckled. “Taking care of eight pounds worth of baby is fucking exhausting.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t even want to imagine that yet,” I confessed.

      “Then maybe you should practice keeping your dick in your pants more,” Levi muttered.

      “Right. Out,” I ordered. “Everyone get the fuck out of here. I need to have a quiet word with our bandmate here and we need the room, please.”

      Despite our previous cordial conversation, Jude’s hands curled into fists. “No fucking chance,” he muttered, darkly.

      “Now,” I insisted. “If this conversation doesn’t take place right this second, you can explain to the crowd tonight why Screaming Shadows is up there on stage without their lead guitarist.”

      “Whoa,” Korry stated. “Now this is getting out of hand.”

      “No shit,” I agreed. “I either speak with him right this minute or I’m walking … I mean it.” My temper was white hot, and I felt ready to explode.

      “Forget it. I’m fucking tired of all this. Tell Sadie if her shit isn’t out of my pool house by the time I get back off tour, I’m dumping the lot on the street,” Levi muttered.

      “What? What the fuck are you talking about? Tell Sadie? You likely know she won’t even speak to me.”

      “Huh?” he muttered. A deep crease formed between his eyes. “Don’t give me this crap, Deak. Everyone knows she stayed behind with you.”

      “No, she didn’t,” Greg blurted out.

      “Who are you trying to kid, Levi?” Korry said, challenging him before he pointed at me. “This sad sack of shit has been moping like a love-sick schoolboy since she left with you the day after his birthday.”

      “What? You know Sadie didn’t leave with me,” Levi insisted. “She left a message on my cell that said she wasn’t traveling back, and she hoped I’d understand. She thanked me for everything I’d done and said she’d be in touch. That must be one magic dick you got down there.”

      Shock tore through me that Sadie was with neither of us. I ignored his crude comment because I could see he was shaken and couldn’t make sense of my news. “Then we’ve both been had. I haven’t seen her since the night before you left.”

      “Then where the fuck did she go?” he snapped, sounding panicked.

      “She had no money and no transportation, so what the fuck happened to her?” I muttered to myself as anxiety tightened my chest.

      Levi and I sat and considered this for a few beats. “See. This is what happens when you go interfering with someone as fragile as Sadie,” he ground out.

      “Fuck you,” I roared as I stood to challenge my bandmate. Levi stood up from his seat and went toe to toe with me. “If you hadn’t screwed with her mind …” he began as his temper flared.

      My heart raced and my temper was at a tipping point. “Oh, really? You’re gonna blame me? If you hadn’t borne down on her like you did, and acted wounded by her decision to give me a chance, none of this would have happened,” I countered, disputing the facts. “You were the one that gave her an ultimatum. Well, you got what you wanted. She isn’t with me, dude. I hope you’re satisfied with yourself.”

      Bodhi and Mikey pushed through the dressing room door in a hurry. “Okay, guys. Enough,” Mikey chided.

      “Let’s not forget where we are and why we’re here today,” Bodhi said to de-escalate the situation before he turned his attention to me. “Maybe you should take a breather in a quieter space for a few minutes.”

      “Yeah? What did you say back in California? You had my back too?” I reminded him. “If this is the case, then why am I the one who is being asked to leave the room?”

      “Because you’re the one nearest the door and someone’s got to move.” His narrowed eyes shifted between me and Levi. “I couldn’t give a fuck who it is, but someone needs to go. Y’all need time apart to cool down.”

      Korry wandered over and patted my back. “Let’s go get some fresh air.”

      Greg stood and put his cell in his pocket. “I could do with a breather myself. The vibe in this room is heavy as hell.”

      Levi glared with his hands balled into fists as Greg stood up. Bodhi noted this and instantly stepped between them. “Good idea, Greg. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Korry nudged his shoulder with mine. “Deak, let’s go. The way this is developing we’ll be cancelling the performance tonight. You both need to put the fans before your personal shit, and get your heads on straight.”

      My eyes shifted to Jude who had remained seated on the couch saying nothing, but I noted he’d shifted forward and looked ready to pounce if our argument had become physical.

      “I’m going to step outside for the sake of the rest of the guys in the band and the fans. You should stay here and stew in your own juices. However, when the gig’s over and everyone has gone home, this argument isn’t over,” I said to Levi.
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      As I walked out of the building and into the heat of the Oklahoma sun, “Take The Power Back” by Rage And The Machine played faintly from a car radio in the almost deserted parking lot. I turned my mind to the fact that Sadie wasn’t with Levi. I knew she had no money, no transportation and she must be scared. Once I’d put all those factors together, I had a vague idea what had happened to her. I wondered why this thought hadn’t occurred to me before.

      Taking out my cell phone, I sent a text to my sister, Lina.

      Me: Did Sadie catch Gibson’s flight back to Breckenridge?

      Lina answered instantly.

      Lina: I’m pleading the fifth on that question.

      My heart raced when I saw her answer, and was immediately pissed with Gibson, but relieved that Sadie was with the right people to keep her safe. A flashback came to mind of when Sadie and Chloe had been deep in conversation by the bonfire, the night of my birthday. When I found out Sadie wasn’t with Levi, I’d been too caught up in the heat of his accusations to put two and two together and know with a degree of certainty that Chloe had taken Sadie back to her retreat.

      I wandered away from the others and I scrolled my contacts, giving Gibson a call.

      “Hey, Deak. What’s up?” Gibson asked in his usual gruff tone.

      “You have no fucking idea what’s going on here,” I muttered, unable to keep my animosity toward my friend at bay.

      “All right. Come on. Get what you wanna say off your chest and we’ll go from there,” Gibson replied bluntly.

      Rage ripped through me that he of all people would betray me. “That little act you pulled with Sadie almost broke our band up this afternoon. Just tell me, do you have her?”

      “Me? No,” he replied flatly.

      “Don’t tell me Chloe isn’t involved in Sadie’s disappearance.”

      “Dude, you know I can’t discuss anything Chloe does.”

      “Fuck you. If Sadie’s getting help, I’m not asking to come and see her. I just want to know where she is and that she’s okay,” I replied.

      “And I’m asking you to respect what Chloe does is confidential. You know it’s to keep all of her clients safe. I won’t be drawn into confirming or denying whether a person is or is not at her retreat.”

      “Quit playing games. I know she must be with her. Just tell her this. I’m going to find that piece of shit Jesse. He’s going to pay for what he put her through. Then she can either choose to go back to Levi’s place or we’ll set her up in a place of her own. Fuck, just tell her we miss her. We’re worried, but we’re committed to see things through with her. Even if she doesn’t want me, I want her to have her life back.”

      “Like I said, Deak, Chloe’s business is successful because it’s completely private and totally confidential. I have nothing to do with Chloe’s refuge, so I have no clue who’s there. People come and go all the time.”

      Before I called Gibson, I knew I’d get nothing from him. Chloe’s retreat was shrouded in mystery. I had little doubt her success rate was high when it came to breaking the cycle of domestic violence, people trafficking and modern slavery.

      Hearing his reply infuriated me, but if it was between me and his wife, there was no contest. Gibson was devoted to Chloe. I admired the charitable work both he and Chloe undertook, her with the refuge retreat, and his financial support for some African villages.

      I closed the call out and Korry cast me a frown. “You think she went off with Gibson?”

      “No, she went off with Chloe,” I said decisively.

      “To her clinic?” Korry asked.

      “It’s not a clinic, it’s a safe house retreat. Gibson wouldn’t confirm or deny this, but in a way he has. If she hadn’t been there, he’s the type of guy who’d have given me a straight no, she’s not there,” I surmised. “Can we keep this to ourselves for now?”

      Korry nodded. “Whatever you need,” he replied.
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      I’d never gone out onto a stage feeling hostile before. It sucked watching the throng of fans practically pulsate to the beat while I remained somewhat detached in an automatic playing haze. My mind skipped from the music and erratically jumped from one thought to another about Sadie and my argument with Levi until the final encore ended.

      It became obvious Mikey had been assigned to stay close to me after the gig and he shadowed me everywhere. It instilled a lack of trust against Jude, Levi and Bodhi for the first time in my history with the band. Korry had my back one hundred percent though, when I heard him talking with Jude about how they should both try to help Levi and I find common ground about Sadie.

      Jude surprised me when he came out in support of my situation because he and Levi were as tight as brothers. He knew Levi better than anyone else, so to hear his take on the situation put something into perspective for me. Jude told Korry he felt he supposed Levi was oversensitive toward Sadie’s circumstances due to the death of his mother. As Levi’s mom had committed suicide, it had a domino effect on my thoughts.

      Suddenly everything clicked into place. It was likely the reason he’d tolerated so much of Sadie’s behavior and how his fears from the past had made him overprotective of her.

      “Can I have a word with you, Jude?” I asked, interrupting their conversation.

      “Sure,” he replied.

      Korry glanced at me, narrowed his eyes as if assessing my mood and nodded. “Okay I’ll grab a shower then we can go for something to eat,” he mumbled, excusing himself.

      “We’re all going to eat together,” Jude stated and flashed me a warning look. “This shit between you and Levi stops tonight. I refuse to play another gig like the one we just did.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I just wanna relax after the day we’ve had,” Korry queried. He placed both hands behind his head like he wasn’t comfortable with Jude’s idea and looked worn down by the friction Levi and I had created for the band.

      “No, but it’s happening anyway,” Jude insisted. “We’ve all been dragged into this, in one way or another, and I don’t want to be in the middle of some feud that’s none of my fucking business. I’ve a new kid and a partner at home, and a son in New York. My time is precious right now and I’d much rather be with them, than here. I’m not going to tolerate the shitty atmosphere. I’d rather ask Donnie to cancel the other three gigs before the festival than watch two of my closest buddies go head-to-head again.”

      “I apologize, Jude. I’m not sorry for being with Sadie. I thought there was something real growing between us. But I’m sorry Levi brought you all the way up to California and had to leave again.”

      “So am I. Don’t think I let Levi off lightly for doing that to us either. We enjoyed coming to see you, but we went back with him voluntarily. I told him he was out of order, but I took the opportunity with him leaving, to take Esther and Honey home. Bailey was coming to meet his little sister anyway, so it suited my family to go back early.”

      “Good. It’s interesting what you told me about Levi’s mom. I hadn’t considered how that might have affected how controlling he was. I get it, he’s terrified I’ll hurt Sadie and she wouldn’t recover.”

      As I began to walk with Jude to the dressing room, Bernadette, our band PA, handed us back our cell phones. “I’ll catch up with you, I just need to say goodnight to Esther,” Jude said, gesturing to his phone. “I’m trusting you not to start anything, Deakon, and before you think I’m taking sides, Levi’s already been warned.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It wasn’t easy persuading Bodhi to leave us alone to talk, but when Korry insisted I had something to tell him and that we needed to talk things out, he relented.

      “Sadie’s safe,” I muttered. “She’s in Colorado and she’s at Chloe’s retreat.”

      “You heard from her?” he asked as he pulled out his cell phone to check if she had tried to contact him.

      “No, I called Gibson.”

      “Right,” he replied, deflated. “Is she coming back?”

      I shrugged, disappointed I couldn’t say yes. “Dunno … and you can blame me all you want for going after her, if it has led to her getting the help she needs. Chloe Barclay will make sure she’s protected and taken care of. From what she’s told me in the past, it’s a fresh start program for survivors of abuse. They get mental health support, and talking therapies to help them heal. Then there is financial support to move forward. If I’d been thinking straight, I’d have suggested Sadie should talk to Chloe after she disclosed to me what happened.”

      Levi frowned and I sensed the same helpless disappointment I’d been feeling. Him from a relationship abruptly severed for the time being, and mine from a budding connection with her that had been interrupted.

      “So, there’s nothing to be done but wait?” he mumbled. The hurt in his eyes crushed me.

      “No, there’s plenty we can do,” I protested. “We hire someone to find that piece of shit that hurt her, then figure out what to do with him. I love you like a brother, but I’m not sorry I went after Sadie since this is the result. I accept you are disappointed and that this has rocked my friendship with you, but I’m serious about how I feel. I intend to make sure she knows this too, if she decides to come back.”

      “You think there’s a chance she won’t? I mean that girl’s a big part of my life now.” Levi’s face paled at the thought she wouldn’t return.

      “Come here,” I ordered with my arms open wide. Levi stepped forward and I hugged him hard. He let out a long breath of relief as I held him in my arms, and I felt his body sag against me. “I know she is, and I know you love her. Hell, I love her too. She’d never have gone unless she felt there was a chance to end the constant fear she lives with. But for what it’s worth, that girl adores you despite her fucked up way of showing it. My gut tells me we’ve not seen the last of her, so hopefully—she’ll be back.”
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      From the second Gibson’s Cessna jet took off, I’d regretted skipping out on Deakon and Levi without a word. Chloe had insisted no one could know where I was to protect the exact location of her refuge retreat. At the time, I’d felt so desperate for help that I could have cared less where I was going. By the time we touched down in Eagle/Vail airport in Gypsum and transferred to Gibson’s helicopter, I’d resigned myself to my decision, despite the bad feelings I’d likely left behind.

      I’d never met anyone like Chloe before, but as she had openly disclosed her own abusive past and how Gibson had rescued her, my gut told me I could trust her.

      When she had offered me a place in her therapeutic program, at first, I was in denial that this was something I’d needed. But after I saw the division I’d caused between Levi and Deakon, it was a way of removing myself from a stressful situation I couldn’t face.

      In the previous few days, I had been completely overwhelmed by Deakon’s attention, and despite my best attempts not to, I had fallen in love. I’d also suspected that despite all that had happened, Levi would have a hard time understanding that I felt I knew what I was doing.

      I hadn’t slept a wink all night after Deakon and Levi had fought. So I snuck my possessions out of the bedroom I’d shared with Beth, and decided to take Chloe up on her offer to help me.

      During the bonfire on Deakon’s birthday, I’d confessed my history to Chloe. It had taken a real leap of faith, but she had listened intently and explained how she thought she could assist me.

      “All set, Dolly Daydream?” Chloe asked with a gentle smile. I glanced at the vast, lush country scenery outside the sitting room window of the one-bedroom apartment I’d been given at her retreat and looked back at her. “Group therapy session is about to start.”

      “This place is stunning,” I muttered to her as we wandered slowly from the apartment building, past a set of barns and paddocks, toward another low cabin building. A wave of differing emotions washed over me, and I felt ashamed to need this kind of support, but thankful that I was somewhere I finally accepted Jesse would never find me. Hell, I couldn’t find myself since I didn’t know the exact location either.

      Since I’d let my guard down and told Deakon and Levi what I went through, I’d swapped out the rage within me for hurt and disgust toward my abusers. I no longer felt I had the strength Deakon had insisted I had.

      Chloe pushed against the heavy wooden door and heat instantly surrounded me. A fire roared from a huge wood burner in the corner of the room. It felt welcoming until I noticed four fragile looking women present, and I realized the calming décor and welcoming vibe were designed to help us relax.

      “Please take a seat, everyone,” Chloe advised as the door opened, and another woman appeared. I sensed she was the therapist due to her smart but casual dress, and general confident demeanor, plus her no nonsense, yet understanding expression.

      As we all sat down the door opened again, and I was surprised when I saw Evangelina enter as well. My heart pounded when I saw her because I didn’t want to disclose the horrors that happened to me in front of a young girl. Especially if, by some stroke of luck, I ended up with her brother.

      “Ladies, this is Evangelina. She is a psychology student who is going to be on practical placement with us here at the retreat for the next few years. Eventually, she will be a clinical psychologist just like Phyllis, and understands the need for complete confidentiality.”

      The women eyed Evangelina with suspicion but didn’t respond.

      Chloe gestured toward the therapist I’d noted before. Phyllis, the psychologist smiled and began gesturing with her hands. “Now, today we’re going to be discussing mindfulness techniques, which follows on from the assertiveness strategies we spoke about yesterday. We’ll be doing some roleplay to help you to practice these on each other in the skills workshop later this week.”

      The session was informative, both in terms of techniques Phyllis wanted to teach us and the harrowing experiences the women shared that they had endured at home. By the end of it, I had a greater understanding of how I had subtly been coerced by Jesse from the very beginning.

      The exercise gave me a better insight as to why I hadn’t recognized the signs before I’d fallen for Jesse’s manipulations, but because Evangelina was right in my line of sight, my mind kept wandering to how badly I had let Deakon down, and how furious he likely was with me. If I’d begun to think we stood the slightest chance before I’d left his cabin, I felt sure I’d killed that notion dead.

      “Sadie.” I turned when I heard my name and saw Evangelina walking toward me. “How did you feel about that?” she asked as she hitched her thumb over her shoulder toward the building, we’d both left.

      “Interesting,” I stated because I was lost for words. I felt guarded with her, given my relationship with her brother. There were still parts of what happened to me I wasn’t comfortable sharing, and also, if we were going to be connected in a personal capacity, the last thing I wanted was Evangelina pitying me.

      We walked in silence together until she said, “We’re rooming in the same building.” She said this as if she figured I must be wondering why she was still heading in the same direction. “I just wanted to let you know I won’t be in any of your personal sessions for obvious reasons.”

      “Right,” I muttered. “Look, I don’t feel like talking.”

      “You’re doing the right thing, Sadie,” she blurted out.

      I stopped walking and gave her a sideward glance. “Am I? How will I know this when I’ve made so many other wrong decisions in my life? I mean, can I trust myself, never mind anyone else? Look how I’ve repaid Levi for all the kindness he’s shown me? Then there’s the cruel way I treated your brother.”

      “If they love you, they’ll get over it. They both care about you,” she said, waving off my concerns. “My brother isn’t one to hold grudges. He’s a forgiving person.” My throat ached from the swell of emotion that gripped me when I heard her say this. She hardly knew me, but she knew both men very well.

      A sob tore from my throat, and I growled in frustration because I couldn’t hold back my tears.

      “Why are you being so nice to me? I was bitchy about your singing,” I wondered as I began walking again.

      She chuckled. “Yeah, there was that. But you were only being honest. I know I can’t hold a tune. I just volunteer to sing whenever I see an opportunity to fuck with my brother.”

      I laughed through my tears at her confession. “Then you do that with style.”

      “He called me, you know … Deakon. He asked if you were with Chloe.” My eyes widened, stunned he had looked for me. “Don’t worry, I pleaded the fifth,” she mumbled and nudged my arm with her shoulder. “But if I know my brother, and I think I do, he’s going to get to the bottom of the issue with you. I saw that guy fight tooth and nail for me and my brother. If Deakon’s caught feelings for you, there’s no question he’ll do whatever is necessary to protect you.”

      “Jesus, what a mess I’ve made,” I mumbled, and stuffed my hands deep into my jacket pockets.

      “Can I make a suggestion?” she asked. I nodded. “Why don’t you write Levi and Deakon a letter. You don’t need to mail them. Maybe expressing your feelings on paper while you’re working through things will help. Then, when you come out the other side of this process of healing and … I don’t know, perhaps you feel your soul’s back intact, you can decide what to do with them next.”

      We reached my apartment door and I pulled the key out of my pocket, then slid it inside the lock. “Thanks for the advice … and for telling me Deakon called.”

      “I think it’s best if we don’t talk together again while you’re here. I just wanted to clear up about the confidentially thing and to let you know, you don’t need to worry that I’ll pass back what you say to my brother.”

      I should have felt thankful she was sticking to the rules, but I wasn’t hiding from Deakon or Levi. If I hadn’t signed a non-contact agreement with the outside when I’d arrived at the retreat, I wouldn’t have minded them knowing where I’d gone.
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      The no-fuss helicopter transfer from the airport to the Barclay’s ranch went smoothly and it landed on Gibson’s helipad as the last of the daylight faded. The pilot got out and slid behind the wheel of the small jeep that was parked close to take me on the two-minute ride to his front door.

      “Gib? Chloe?” I bellowed as I headed toward the kitchen.

      “Deakon! We were stoked to hear from you this morning. Glad you found the time to make it up here,” Gibson said as he pulled me in for a hug. “Great to see you, buddy.” He broke the embrace and stepped back.

      Chloe turned away from the oven, smiled and dropped the oven gloves from her hands. “This is a surprise,” Chloe said, sounding flat, like she’d expected me to turn up before now.

      “But is it really?” I challenged flashing a dark look in her direction. Usually, I could have cared less about rules, but in this case, they were made to be broken. It had been eleven days since I’d seen Sadie in Lake Tahoe. Levi and I had almost mended fences between us, and our relationship had become more honest and stronger for it. It wasn’t like Levi to back down on anything, but once he began to accept how serious I was about Sadie, he’d apologized.

      After this we’d had a frank talk with our other bandmates and decided Levi and I had let a communication problem about Sadie affect the band. We both agreed either one of us should have called the other and not involved the band. The crazy part of the whole thing was, that I knew Levi believed in his heart he was doing the right thing. Hell, I’d even admit with how I used to be with women, I couldn’t exactly blame him.

      This afternoon, I’d taken a flight out of Texas the day after we’d played the festival and asked Gibson to send his helicopter pilot to meet me. It had been agony not knowing if Sadie was okay, but work had kept me away. However, today I’d had news about Jesse from the private detective we’d hired and I felt sure Sadie would want to hear.

      Gibson instantly picked up on my pissed vibe and moved over to his wife’s side. He pulled her flush to his body and settled his hands on her butt. “Deak, you know you’re always welcome here, but don’t come here challenging Chloe,” he warned.

      I was surprised by how defensive they were. “I didn’t come here to do that. I’ve come to discuss something with you.”

      “If it has anything to do with the retreat, I won’t give out information,” Chloe said deadpan.

      “Let’s cut the bullshit for a minute. I know Sadie’s here … somewhere,” I said, sounding exasperated. “She left at the exact same time as y’all, and she wouldn’t have just gone on her own because she’s shit scared of her own shadow. So, it’s the worst kept secret in the world among the band that she’s here. She had no ID, wheels or money, and she was as scared as a six-week-old kitten. Sadie was out of her comfort zone of The Keys, so I figured the only way she’d have left my place is if she’d been persuaded by you.” I gave Chloe a pointed look.

      “Deakon,” Gibson warned in his low growly tone, dropping his hands from his wife.

      I held up a hand and flashed him a dark look. “I refuse to fall out with you guys, but Sadie’s mine … or she will be as soon as the heap of shit she got herself into is dealt with. After Levi and I almost came to blows, we hired a private detective. He called us in Texas, this morning. One of his hooker’s Johns killed Jesse Taylor almost sixteen months ago. Apparently, he was gutted for smacking the John’s favorite trick. It was in the local papers, but as he was a low life character and there were bigger stories at the time, his murder didn’t make the Florida State news.”

      Chloe maintained her expressionless pose while Gibson wandered over to his huge fridge. He opened the door, pulled out a beer and set it in front of me. “So now what?” he casually asked.

      “Now our PI is digging up dirt so we can go after the second guy she mentioned. He just needs to show the connection to him, and we can keep Sadie’s name out of it. If she is here, you might want to pass that information along. You might also want to let her know, Levi and I are waiting for her to come home. If she wants a new life without me, I’ll fund it. That’s how much I want her to be happy. What happens here stays here,” I reassured them. “I have a vested interest in Sadie getting the care she needs—” I began.

      “Deakon!” Melody, Gib’s daughter, screamed excitedly as she ran through the kitchen toward me.

      “Melody!” I squawked back, mimicking her tone. “How’s my beautiful little heartbreaker?” I asked, smiling warmly.

      “I’m good,” she said, sounding enthusiastic. She spun on her heel and in a much whinier tone she pouted toward Gibson. “Dad, have you seen my spare set of earbuds? I thought I left them in the den. I asked Maria but she hasn’t moved them.”

      “They’re in the music room, Melody. You didn’t leave them in the den. You left them on the stool by the chair you were sitting in this morning,” Gibson informed her.

      “The chair?” She looked confused.

      Gibson placed a firm, protective hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Yes. Don’t you remember? You took them out and put them in their case when you came to try to negotiate a higher monthly allowance,” he replied, straight faced.

      “Oh, about that, have you had time to consider it?” she asked, seizing her opportunity and not caring that I was in the room.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact I have,” Gibson replied playfully.

      “And?”

      “It’s up to your mother,” Gibson replied, smiling.

      “Right,” she replied, shifting her eyes from Gibson to Chloe. “Which mom?” she asked before twisting her lips like she was confused again.

      “This mom,” he said, jutting his thumb toward Chloe.

      Melody was the result of a one-night stand, but he and Chloe had taken on most of the responsibility for her.

      “Can we discuss this later, Melody? It’s a little rude to deal with family matters in front of our guest, don’t you think?” Chloe suggested.

      “It’s Deakon. He’s like an uncle. So, not if it means you say yes,” Melody persisted.

      I bit back a laugh because she was using me as leverage.

      “Earbuds, Melody. I think it is time you collected those from the music room because if I hear one more word from you on the subject after your mom has spoken, there will be a reduction in your allowance of two hundred dollars this month.” Melody harrumphed like a petulant teen and stomped her way out of the door.

      “Fuck, Gib, I didn’t know you had it in you to say no to her,” I muttered, chuckling.

      Gibson frowned. “To tell you the truth, it tears my heart in two. But she needs to learn when to shut up sometimes. Wait until you have kids,” he warned.

      My thoughts turned to Sadie and I drew in a deep breath. As I exhaled, I tried to feel her there with me, but I couldn’t.

      “Will you tell her I was here?” Chloe frowned. “All right don’t. But at least tell her the good news about Jesse.”
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      A sharp intake of breath almost burst my lungs when I was told Jesse Taylor was dead. I began to shake involuntarily in shock and for a few moments my brain wouldn’t accept this. My eyes narrowed suspiciously wanting to believe what Chloe was saying, but wondering if this was a trick Jesse was playing to draw me out.

      “The investigator is looking into the other guy you told me about … Morris Bovey. I know this is distressing to hear, but the chances are that you weren’t the only girl Jesse let him have sex with. Guys like this have habitual predatory behaviors.” Chloe placed a hand over mine and smiled sympathetically. “Your future is looking less stressful than it was a few minutes ago before I told you, huh?”

      “You have no idea,” I agreed with a grateful heart. He’s gone and he can’t hurt me anymore.

      “Keep going to the therapy sessions and we’ll keep gathering information. Let’s see exactly what we’re dealing with before we do anything drastic about putting your life back together.”

      “I could never have hoped for something like this. I’m relieved he’s dead. Isn’t that terrible?”

      “No. It isn’t. That man viewed your life as cheap and used you for his benefit. So, if it brings you peace you should be glad about it. Jesse Taylor wasn’t a good man. He preyed on women. One less like him in the world makes it a safer place for all of us.”

      “You are so understanding,” I mused, amazed at how serene she came across and how she viewed the abuse of her clients with a steadfast approach.

      “I relate to the feelings you’ve had all this time. I moved to the city that never slept, thousands of miles from home and I was so petrified my abuser would find me that I was afraid to answer a new telephone number he couldn’t possibly have known I had. Only someone who has walked in your shoes can appreciate how debilitating your mindset becomes when you’ve been coerced into living a life you didn’t sign up for. It’s nearly impossible to think you can escape them, even when you aren’t with them anymore, and they don’t know where you are.”

      “I’m finding it hard to concentrate on anything because of how I ran out on Levi and Deakon,” I disclosed.

      Chloe looked thoughtful and then nodded. “You care about them both.” It wasn’t a question. “That’s because they’ve both shown they care, and you feel guilty about the action you’ve taken. Coming here was such a snap decision. To be frank, from what you told me, the pace of your disclosure since you came to Colorado happened too quickly for you. You’d had a long period of stability at Levi’s where no one pressed you for answers.”

      “Do you think I was too quick to leave with you?” I asked to clarify.

      Chloe chuckled and shook her head. “No, I mean the cascade of events that led you to be here happened too quickly. Your vacation with everyone. You admitting you had feelings for Deakon when there was so much doubt in your mind surrounding your circumstances. But you must have felt Deakon really cared for you and that gave you a degree of safety to disclose what happened. All that said, the fact that you came with me shows your fears about the historical abuse overrode your present feelings. You’re here voluntarily. There’s nothing to stop you from leaving again … if that’s what you decide to do.”

      I was glad Chloe had reminded me of this because I’d felt conflicted between what my head told me, and my heart yearned for. Part of me wished I really understood where I stood with Deakon. Nothing had been set in stone with our attraction. Sometimes I feared it was lust on his part, but his words didn’t portray this at all. I’d heard all he’d said, but were we really going to be together? After all, wasn’t Deakon an expert in seducing women?

      Then there was my appearance. I didn’t look hip, chic or sophisticated like all those other girls. Nor did I want to. I was an ordinary Florida girl, who had spent most of my life in shorts, tank tops and flipflops. What if he got bored with me? Each time I looked at the pros of being with him, the cons had the upper hand. One thing was for sure, I figured I’d need resilience to walk in Deakon’s world. If I agreed to go all in, could Deakon make me feel secure enough that I could ignore all the haters that me being with him would attract?

      In a strange way, I felt a connection to Deakon as she spoke, and an overwhelming notion made me miss him even more than I had been. I almost asked Chloe to call Deakon to come and get me. Then it struck me that I’d be in the same situation, hiding from Morris Bovey at Deakon’s home, just like I had hidden from Jesse and Morris at Levi’s place.

      My heart clenched when I considered the wedge I had driven between Deakon and Levi. It had slayed me to see them clash because of me. One thing was for certain, I wanted to face both again to tell them how sorry I was for the heartache I’d caused.

      At that point, I had clarity. It had taken me almost three years to talk about what Bovey and Jesse had done to me. Now that I’d started to face my past, no matter how painful it felt, I had to look to my future and finish this one way or another.

      “No. I need to see this through.”

      “Good girl. You need to be single minded to put your past behind you and not constantly allow it to dictate your life anymore.”

      “I wrote Deakon and Levi letters … you know. How I feel about them. Would it be against the rules to let the boys have them?”

      “Of course not. Anything you do to express yourself that doesn’t involve the abuser or those in contact with them, is part of the healing process. I’ll get you some envelopes and Gibson can mail them from Chicago tomorrow. He’s heading there for a talk show interview appearance with the band.” The moment she agreed that I could at least explain this in writing, I felt at peace.
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      “Back in the studio next week, boys. The schedule of tour dates is starting to fill up for next year. We’d like that album started on time. Levi and Jude have been writing and I must say, Jude, Honey’s birth has been a great source of inspiration for you,” Donnie remarked.

      “Yeah, can’t break that 4:00 a.m. feed, but I’ve found it useful for getting some writing done.” Jude looked drained from broken sleep, but I’d never seen the big guy smile as much in my life as he did when he spoke about his kids.

      “The contrast between the outpouring of love in yours and the angst in Levi’s makes for some real hits in the making. Donnie’s stoked about it,” Bernadette remarked to Jude before she turned her attention to me. “And I hear we have another talented song writer in our midst. Donnie played the demo you sent from your time at Lake Tahoe. The mountain air suits you, Deakon. I’m sure the boys would all love to hear more of those words you’ve got tucked away in that brain of yours.” She smiled. “Oh, and while I remember …” Bernadette dug into her oversized bag and pulled out two letters. “These came for you yesterday,” she said handing a letter to me, and one to Levi.

      “It’s Sadie’s handwriting,” Levi said, sounding nervous. He tore open the envelope, stood and wandered toward the door as he began to read it. “I’ll be back in a bit,” he muttered quietly, and left the room.

      I became conscious all eyes were on me.

      “Aren’t you going to open yours?” Korry probed.

      “Yeah. When we’re done here,” I mumbled, not wanting to read what she had to say in front of the others.

      Half of me was desperate to know her thoughts and the other half became anxious. I’d never been in such a complex situation with a girl, and I’d never had such strong feelings for one. This time apart hadn’t diluted how I felt about Sadie, it had solidified my feelings. Without the thrill of the push and pull that had been going back and forth between us in her presence, I could focus on how I felt, and I realized for certain, I was in love.
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      Sadie’s letter burned into my palm as I clutched it and waited for Bernadette and Donnie to wind up the meeting. The moment she said, “That’s everything,” I exhaled long and slow.

      “Coming?” Korry asked as he stood and made his way to the door. “Beer and pool, remember?” he asked, jogging my memory.

      “Right,” I agreed. “Give me ten, would you?” I asked, holding up the letter and heading for the stairs to my bedroom at the band penthouse where the meeting had been held.

      My heart raced as fear and excitement swapped places with one another in my mind in anticipation of what the letter said. What if she doesn’t want to see me again? A stabbing pain followed the jolt of electricity that had accompanied that thought. Don’t be ridiculous, I argued with myself.

      Closing my bedroom door, I kicked off my shoes and climbed onto my bed, sat crossed legged and drew my hand over the handwriting. I’d never seen anything handwritten by her before, but as Levi had recognized it on his, I accepted the letter I’d received was also from Sadie.

      After a moment’s pause to examine the postmark of Chicago, I quickly tore it open and found two sheets of letter sized paper written on both sides.

      Deakon,

      Do you believe in fate? I did once, and it led me to renounce the woman who had given me life. A woman who was my worst nightmare and equally, my best champion in life. I had no idea how much I’d needed my mom to be that sixth sense that was missing in me, until I had turned my back on her and placed myself in a heinous situation that was hell on earth.

      I have no one to blame for what happened but myself. In case you didn’t notice, I can be a tad headstrong. My strong will and lack of street smarts gave me a lesson in life that I can never forget, nor can I ever make up for the trauma I’ve likely caused to my parents.

      Can you be me for a minute—scared and alone, hiding out in this incredibly trusting and generous rock star’s house and trying not to show fear?

      It was hard to imagine there were many good men after being in a place where two men used me so casually, like they were stopping off at Starbucks for a coffee.

      Personally, I thought I was doing great during my time at Levi’s, acting tough and prickly around Levi and the rest of his bandmates. But there was something different about the signals that came from you. From the moment I met you, you ignored the one fire-resistant strategy I had of making people dislike me and were persistent at wanting to know me. That made you the most dangerous of all of you because I became attracted to you. Obviously, you had a long-held reputation with women and I questioned your motivations for how you were with me. Yet all the while I was rude, abrupt and angry, you never gave up trying to engage me in banter (which was usually loaded with sexual innuendo and crude observations by the way).

      During those times I would usually start a fight because I had felt myself forgetting to hate you. Usually, it happened when I stared at your smart mouth with that incredibly sensual smile and most times, I failed to remember to dislike you or stay mad. Then, no matter how hard I tried, I found it difficult to manage the unwanted excitement that ran through me whenever you came to visit. Now, I’m ashamed about how I behaved.

      In case no one’s told you, Deakon, you are a LOT of man to resist.

      You might think I’d changed my mind about us by leaving. I haven’t. You might have thought I took an easy way out from facing what was growing between us. Believe me when I tell you none of this is true. If this thing between us is real … (and I say if because trusting a man again was beyond my wildest dreams). If we build something, I want you to have the best of me. To do this, I need to mend what’s broken inside or face it at the very least.

      However, if I’ve called it wrong and you’re deeply pissed with me, I understand that too. If you choose not to wait for me, I’d deserve that. Why would you wait? I ask myself that question daily. Whatever happens, I want the best in life for you. You are not the man the press writes about. You’re a good, kind and caring man. At this point in time, I find it difficult to accept I deserve you. But that insecurity is for another day.

      For now, I intend to find the girl I was before I ever met Jesse Taylor. Who knows, you might like her better than the one you know already. Joking aside, I need to face the ugly truth of the mistakes I’ve made, and deal with the consequences of those. Should you be single when I’m ready, I’d love for you to know me better.

      Keep rockin’

      love

      Sadie.

      I traced my hand over Sadie’s handwriting in my effort to feel our connection. It wasn’t there but having something tangible that let me know she was still around, centered me. There was nothing remarkable in the words she wrote, nor did she know I knew I loved her. Yet, the little she had to say about us, gave me hope of a possible future together.

      It was a brave letter from a girl who was owning her part in her circumstances, but with clarity of where she had admitted her mistakes, and acceptance of how her naivety had turned her from a headstrong girl into a victim. But what struck me most about everything she’d said was this was the girl I had always seen beneath her angry persona she had portrayed to everyone.
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      A fortnight in the recording studio kept me from going insane wondering what the hell was going on with Sadie. We’d recorded nine good tracks and the end was in sight. Levi had penned a song about Sadie, and like the song I’d written about my sister Avery, his about his journey with his housekeeper was packed full of angst and emotion. Korry joked we were in danger of becoming a power ballad band instead of a rock band, but with the riffs and percussion instrumentals the tune brought the lyrics safely into the rock genre again.

      As we stepped out of the recording booth my cell phone vibrated on the low table, I’d placed it on before. Eyeing the number, I saw it was the private investigator.

      “It’s Magnum,” I told Levi. Magnum was the name Greg had given him because of his monster moustache.

      “Hey,” I said, switching my cell phone between ears. My hearing seemed better on my left than my right.

      “We’ve got him.”

      “Bovey?”

      “Yup. This time Jesse picked the wrong girl. He targeted a young trailer park girl called Lucy Wallis. Mom worked all the hours God sent and Jesse smothered Lucy with affection. She was barely sixteen when he took her to live with him. Lucy’s mom came home one day to a note saying she’d left to find her father in Michigan.  That’s when the false imprisonment, intimidation and non-consensual sex with Bovey began. Bovey cut her loose the moment Jesse Taylor was killed. Lucy said he panicked because the homicide team were all over the property and Jesse wasn’t in control anymore. But she’s still petrified. Bovey threatened to kill her if she told anyone.”

      “So how did you find her?”

      “The pimp that’s running the girls now told us. He used to guard Jesse’s house. Bovey put him in charge to run the operation when Jesse died. But get this, he’d secretly filmed Bovey and Lucy as insurance for Jesse, and he’s still got the video saved to an old cell phone. He agreed to give us the video and she’s agreed to talk to us, if we agreed not to disrupt the sex workers. He let us speak to a few of them, Deakon. The guy protects them for a cut of their takings. The women told us they weren’t being coerced, that the guy was a fair man, and that they needed the money.”

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      “Lucy’s eighteen now and does live with her dad in Michigan now. We found her through her social security number, and she’s agreed to meet with me. I want her to confirm everything the pimp told us, and we’ll move to have Bovey arrested for Statutory rape of a minor. He’s a thirty-six-year-old guy.”

      I felt sick for the girl, and what Bovey had put her through, but felt excited there was an end in sight for both girls, and I couldn’t wait for a result so that I could tell Sadie.

      “You trust this pimp not to tell Bovey?” I asked, alarmed at the thought he might have second thoughts.

      “I’d say. Bovey takes part of his cut from the girls, so I’m guessing he’ll be happy for him to be out of his way.”

      I drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Go see the girl. Take someone else with you to witness what she tells you. Get Bovey behind bars charged with statutory rape and then offer to bring Lucy back to Miami. I’ll get her safe accommodation if she wants to come back here.”

      A second sigh of relief left my lungs as I went back to the studio and relayed everything I’d learned to Levi.

      “Fuck yeah,” he muttered as his eyes danced excitedly and he pulled me in for a hug. “You know what that means?”

      “It means Deakon has every chance of getting laid this year. The poor guy’s balls must be mauve by now,” Greg explained.

      “Mauve?” Korry chuckled. “Who the fuck says mauve?”

      Greg looked perturbed. “What’s wrong with mauve?”

      “Mauve is lilac, dude. Have you ever seen anyone with lilac balls?”

      “Oh, I thought mauve was purple.” We all chuckled. “Well, anyway, I hope Sadie turns up soon and puts the poor fucker out of his misery.”

      “I’m not just interested in getting laid. She means much more to me than that, and I’d better not hear you talking about her in those terms in the future.”

      “Jesus, we’re dropping like flies here. First, Jude, then Levi and now you. All great single guys that have been pussy whipped by a girl,” Korry muttered.

      “Now, you see,” said Greg. “That sentence makes no sense because they weren’t likely to be pussy whipped by a guy.”

      I shook my head, too elated by the news to get into it with them. “All I’m going to say is wait until it’s your turn, if, by chance, there happens to be some not too picky females out there for you two in your futures.”
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      “Bovey’s really behind bars?” Levi asked, looking initially astonished before his expression turned to relief. The look he gave me likely mirrored my own the moment the private investigator told me.

      “Yeah, and the Attorney General is determined that the prosecution doesn’t strike a plea bargain deal either. As he was meant to uphold the law, he wants him made an example of—as does most of the Florida police force. They’ve charged him as an accomplice to Lucy’s unlawful detention, false imprisonment, and the statutory rape charges will stick. Lucy has waived her right to anonymity and two other girls have come forward. One before Sadie and one after.”

      “Do you think Sadie will want to press charges?”

      “I’d encourage her to, but with her connection to me, she might not want that to define her if she still wants to be my girlfriend.”

      “Has anyone told her what’s happening? It isn’t going to be long before the news about Bovey hits the press,” Levi warned. But I was one step ahead of him with that.

      “I rang Chloe this morning and asked her to talk with Sadie. The private investigator has forwarded all of his notes to Chloe at my request. I’m just waiting to hear back from her.”

      “I hope Sadie comes back,” Levi muttered. “I miss her.”

      I sighed to release the tension I felt at his comment and reminded myself that she’d been in his life much longer than she’d been in mine. “I know. Me too, dude. You have no idea how much. There have been times since she left that I felt it’s my fault for pushing her … that or because we argued about her,” I debated.

      Levi frowned. “I know I blamed you in the beginning, but I guess that was irrational and selfish of me. Sadie deserves the best after what she’s been through in the past.”

      “And I’m the best,” I said with a smile. “You didn’t finish that sentence.”

      He chuckled. “Well, you’re not half as bad as I figured you were,” he mumbled.

      I grinned. “Fuck me. High praise indeed.” We laughed and I felt the void between us close completely.

      “Don’t fuck with her, Deak. You need to be sure about how you feel before you go after her,” Levi muttered in a warning tone.

      “Never been more certain of anything in my life. Not even about joining your raggedy-assed band, all those years ago,” I replied.

      “You couldn’t wait to be part of Screaming Shadows,” he countered, smiling.

      “Exactly and look how that turned out. Trust me, I know what I want … I just hope Sadie feels the same way.”
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      By the time I hit the studio the following morning, my nerves were shot to fuck. It had been a long twenty-four hours since I’d gotten the news that they’d charge Bovey and his bail had been refused. Neither Chloe nor Gibson had rung me back and I couldn’t get hold of them.

      If Chloe told Sadie about Bovey, was that enough to change Sadie’s mind about coming back? Could she have chosen a fresh start somewhere else where no one knew the troubled past that she’d had?

      “Right. We’re quitting,” Jude muttered after hitting a random percussion that had nothing to do with the song we were attempting to record. “Deak can’t play for shit today, and I’ve been up most of the night with Honey,” he grumbled.

      Levi nodded in agreement. “Tell me about it. Neither of you are on par today. It’s been a waste of time coming all the way up to Miami.”

      I felt depressed I’d let the guys down, but my mind wasn’t on my music at all. Nothing had ever affected how I played before, but the lack of feedback from the Barclays had begun to grate on my nerves.

      I had just turned to put my guitar back on the stand when Levi exclaimed, “Fuck me.”

      Spinning round, I saw him as he ran past me toward the door. Confused I lifted my gaze to the sound booth window, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. Gibson and Sadie stood behind the mixing desk, Gibson’s eyes on Levi, Sadie’s beautiful big brown eyes on mine.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I watched her head turn as Levi pulled her in for a hug. I stood rooted to the spot with a mixture of shock and excitement coursing through my veins. I still hadn’t moved when she pulled away from his embrace and turned her gaze toward me again.

      This time, the breath I’d been taking caught in my throat and my heart leapt due to the connection I felt. For a long moment we both stared at one another while my mind raced but my legs wouldn’t move. I was just about to break the connection and try to head out to see her when Sadie’s mouth slowly curved upward at the corners, and she gave me an almost shy looking smile. I returned the smile which spread to a grin as my feet began to move and seconds later, I was out by the mixing desk next to her.

      “Hey,” I muttered quietly as a tremor ran through my body and I felt unsure of myself for the first time since I was a teen.

      “Deakon,” she replied, sounding a little uncertain herself.

      “How’re you doing, baby?” I asked quietly.

      “Better for seeing you,” she replied softly. Her voice sounded different—less edgy than I’d heard her in all the times when we’d spoken before. But it was what she said that sent an electrical pulse coursing through my body, and I felt my cock growing hard.

      “I hoped you still felt this way,” I replied as my serious eyes searched hers. I glanced to the side and saw the other guys watching us closely, but I didn’t care who saw my reaction toward her. Hearing her breath hitch as I reached out and stroked her cheek, made my pulse race. I nodded in the direction of the others watching, and asked, “Do you want to go somewhere else?”

      “Why not. It didn’t turn out so badly the last time you asked me that.” A sly smile curved her lips as we shared a private joke about what happened that Thanksgiving night. I grinned and began to lead her downstairs toward the exit door. “Minus the visible hickeys this time of course,” I muttered very quietly so that only she could hear.
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      As we were leaving, I was so distracted at having Sadie back that I almost forgot to thank Gibson for bringing her back to me. “Shit, hang on,” I said to Sadie. “Thanks for this, dude,” I said calling back up to Gibson. “Can you also thank Chloe for taking good care of my girl.”

      I offered a hand and for a second he stared at it before he shook his head. “Since when have we shook hands, brother?” he asked. Striding toward me, he wrapped his huge arms around me, hugged me and gave me a squeeze. It was an awkward hug because I was still holding Sadie’s hand. “Take care of her … I’m serious, bud.”

      “No sweat,” I muttered as I stepped back and turned in Sadie’s direction again. Leading her by the hand I tugged her through the inner doors of the studio and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. I stopped us the moment the door closed. “Are you sure we’re good?” I asked.

      “I am, I’m sorry.”

      I grinned as my greedy eyes searched her face. “That doesn’t matter now. I’m just happy to have you back.”

      She looked bemused by my statement. “Before I left, we weren’t really together, I know you said…”

      I put my fingertip to her lips. “If I didn’t make myself clear before, I think we’ve got something special.”

      Sadie smiled. “I wasn’t sure if you’d still feel the same after I left. Thank goodness you do or I wouldn’t have had any clue what to do next.”

      “What do you say, we go somewhere quiet to talk?”

      “We could do that. But I remember what happened the last time we went somewhere to talk.” Sadie flashed me a coy smile.

      “True … and talking can sometimes be overrated. Especially when there are so many great hotels in Miami, with enormous, custom beds and Jacuzzis.”

      If I had hoped to slip out of the recording studio quietly with Sadie, I was sadly mistaken when I saw a small crowd of girls standing outside at the entrance doorway.

      “Oh. My. God. It’s Deakon Brosley,” one of them shouted and began banging on the glass door.

      “Shit, I forgot to tell you. They saw Gibson when we got out of the car and we had to run for cover,” Sadie muttered, ducking her head and hiding her face with her hair.

      I put my hand under her chin and lifted her face to look at me. “You don’t need to do that anymore. No more hiding, Sadie …” My eyes widened. “Fuck me. I don’t even know what your surname is.” It was true. No one had ever said it, she didn’t get mail and I’d never heard Levi mention it.

      “Can we get to that later?” she asked, nodding at the excited faces pressing up against the glass door.

      “Right,” I muttered and pulled out my cell phone. “Mikey. I need some support down here. Can you get the car to come round and move the fans that are blocking the doorway? After that ask Bernadette to get us a suite at the Four Seasons for a few days.”

      I guided Sadie back around the corner where we couldn’t be seen and pressed her against the wall. “You had us all worried about you,” I confessed.

      “I know, I’m so sorry.”

      “You did what you had to do. I’m proud of you for putting yourself first,” I admitted. “It took guts to turn your back on the secure position you had with Levi and go after a resolution to your situation.”

      My cell buzzed. I answered and put the device to my ear.

      “All Clear,” Mikey informed us, even though I could still hear frantic fans in the background.

      “Cool. Coming now.” I grabbed Sadie’s hand. “Keep your head high, baby. Don’t you dare hide from anyone. I want everyone to know you’re mine.”

      Before she could argue I pulled her through the door and into the street. The high-pitched screaming made Sadie wince as she looked toward me and back at the hysterical girls all clamoring behind Mikey and Raff to get at me.

      “Jesus, they’re going to rip me apart,” Sadie muttered under her breath as the driver held the door open and she stumbled inside.

      I laughed. “Don’t kid yourself. I think if any of those girls crossed you, you’d take pleasure in tearing them a new one.”

      “I’m not snippy all of the time,” she argued with a soft smile quirking her lips.

      “Good. I love the snarky housekeeper routine, but I’d be happy if you directed that at anyone else you want.”

      Sadie threw her head back and laughed, and I immediately pressed a hand to her waist and a kiss to her throat. She shivered and a rash of goosebumps crimped her skin. “Damn, you taste good. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing when I looked out of that sound booth and saw you standing there.”

      “I don’t know what’s next,” she said, pulling away to look me in the eyes. “I didn’t even talk to Levi yet.”

      I frowned. “You want to go back there and live in his pool house?”

      “I think I’d be lucky if he’d have me back there,” she admitted.

      “Oh, he’d have you, baby. But you could always come and live with me?”

      She scoffed. “Deakon, I might have fallen for you, but with my history, I don’t trust myself with men. I’ve made mistakes before because my heart ruled my head and look where it got me. I’ve only just got my life back and I’m not going to make a drastic decision just because I’m smitten.”

      I schooled my face as I tried to hide my disappointment. I must have done a bad job because Sadie placed her hands on each side of my head and her eyes searched my face.

      “On the one hand, I hate that look in your eyes and on the other it tells me that you’re serious about me.”

      “I am serious. Fuck, I flew all the way up to Colorado the moment I got the news about Jesse.”

      “You did? How did you know?”

      “Didn’t Gibson tell you Levi and I hired a private investigator to find Taylor and Bovey?”

      “I don’t suppose it would have mattered where the information came from to Chloe. She only told me the facts, not where the information came from.” I watched Sadie mull that point over.

      She glanced straight ahead and pressed her lips tight for a second or two as she thought before she met my gaze again. “Look. You are the last person I want to hurt. I have deep feelings for you, Deakon. But right now, I don’t think I can easily throw caution away and give you what you want. I’m not that convinced you’ll still want me once the novelty wears off and we’re not fighting anymore. There’s still a gap between what you say and what I believe in my heart. I’d be delighted to date you and see where this goes between us.” She gave me a small smile. “Let’s just enjoy getting to know more about one another right now … and having sex of course. For the record, my full name is Sadie Hall since I still hadn’t told anyone. Now, believe me when I say, the last thing I want is to hurt you, Deakon. But for now, I’m going to continue to live with Levi … if he’ll have me back at the house.”
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      Sadie’s decision wasn’t what I wanted, but I was glad she could be straight with me. What could I say to her being honest? She’d experienced trauma beyond my understanding, so it made sense that she needed more time. To say I was bummed would have been an understatement. From my perspective, we’d already wasted the best part of a year at least since that night when I’d taken her out. But, from past personal experience, I’d witnessed first-hand the devastating effect judging someone could have on a young girl. Avery was an innocent party in our family situation and look what happened to her. I had grown more desperate to build something with Sadie, but I knew when not to push.

      Swallowing my disappointment, I nodded. “I get it. I can wait … and I’ll prove to you this time your judgment is sound, and you won’t be making the wrong choice.” The moment I said this, I recognized I’d never said anything close to the commitment I was making to Sadie.

      Relief washed over her expression, and she huffed out a breath as if she’d been holding it. “Thank you,” she whispered, and blew out another shakier one. “I’ve done nothing to warrant your loyalty and affection and was dreading saying this to you. Chloe said if you were serious about us, you would give me the space I needed to learn to be in charge of my life again.”

      “She’s fucking smart,” I muttered. “Annoying—but fucking smart.”

      Sadie grinned, leaned forward and pressed a small kiss to my lips. “Thanks for understanding. I can’t imagine why you think I’m worth the wait, but for the record, I think I underestimated you.”

      “Nah, I know I’ve been an asshole in the past. Even when I brought that chick Marlie to Levi’s place that day. But in my defense, I truly thought there wasn’t a chance in hell you’d soften your stance about going out with me.”

      “Gibson says you’re a changed man since you set your sights on me. Pretty low sights if I may say so.”

      I shook my head and cast her a dark frown. “I’ve always been hot for you, and as far as low sights go, I thought you were out of my league.”

      “I was?” she said, her eyes wide in disbelief. “Jesus, how can you sit here with a straight face and spin me a line like that?”

      “Baby, there aren’t any lines with you. Everything I tell you comes straight from in here,” I said as I pointed at my heart.

      “Oh, you’re good,” she teased. Her tone sounded incredulous. “But you don’t need to try so hard. I’ve already made up my mind about tonight—you’re most definitely getting laid.”

      “Is that so?” I mused, feeling excited at the prospect but determined to reject the offer if she couldn’t believe what I said.

      “Indeed.” She gave me a naughty smile and my cock twitched in my pants.

      “So, what if I don’t want to fuck you. What if I need to know what we’re doing here has far more meaning to me, than a physical attraction between us?”

      Sadie’s smile faltered before it dropped altogether. She tilted her head to the side and shook it slightly. “I know, but you’ll forgive me if I feel the need to pinch myself. I mean, you’re Deakon Brosley, the lead guitarist of Screaming Shadows, the most notorious hell-raiser of the band. Yet, if I’m honest with you, in the times I’ve seen you at Levi’s place, I’ve never met anyone less hellraising in my life.”

      “People see what they want to see. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised I got that reputation. Then again, maybe hook ups were my default strategy to prevent anyone from getting too close and seeing behind my mask. Like you, my past was horrific. So instead of letting the bullies get the best of me, I used my mom’s sex work and addiction like it gave me a rite of passage. I figured if I acted recklessly and behaved in the same vein as she does, it would confirm I didn’t care what she did.”

      The car stopped outside the hotel and when the driver let us out, I quickly ushered Sadie inside the foyer. Instantly a smartly dressed manager stepped toward me. “Mr. Brosley, please follow me. We always try to accompany our VIPS to their suite with the minimum fuss to you as our guest.” A bellboy held the elevator open and as we entered the elevator car, the manager held out the keycard. “We hope you have a pleasant stay with us. Michael will take you to your suite.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 49

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      “At last,” I mumbled as I crowded Sadie with my body and gently pushed her against the wall nearest the door. “If you only knew how attractive you are. I almost had to sit on my hands in that car to stop myself from pawing at you,” I teased as I smoothed down her hair and gazed lovingly into her eyes.

      “Tell me more,” she joked, sounding sassy, but the blush in her cheeks told me she felt the heat of my gaze. “You look like you’re of a nervous disposition so, I’m warning you, I’m going to kiss you now. It might be gentle, it might be all consuming, I won’t know until I try.”

      “All consuming sounds go—” Before she could finish her sentence, I crashed my lips to hers. There was no way I could take things slow, after weeks of agonizing if she was okay and missing her like crazy.

      “Mm,” she moaned as her hands slid around my waist, up my back and nestled in my hair at the nape of my neck. A shiver of delight coursed through my body and settled somewhere at the root of my dick.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as I grabbed a tit through the thin silk blouse she had on and realized she was braless. I broke the kiss and stared down at her. “Tell me you’re not wearing panties either and I’ll be in heaven,” I said gruffly. Shifting back slightly, I slid my palm between her knees at the hem of her short skirt and let my palm skim the length of her thighs. “Jesus,” I breathed when my fingers toyed with a delicate piece of elastic, then slid them into her panties.

      “Oh, God,” Sadie uttered as her knees almost buckled. She sagged against me.

      “You’re fucking dripping wet down here,” I said as my fingers glided through the slick warm juice at her entrance. “Breathe, baby,” I ordered when I heard her hold her breath. “I want to take this slow this time and give you all the pleasure you deserve.”

      “You have no idea how amazing that feels,” she muttered in a shaky voice.

      “Believe me, I’m feeling it, and I’m delighted to inform you, I do.” Sadie chuckled and I slid a finger into her wet heat. Hearing her breath hitch made my hard, neglected cock twitch. I ground myself against her and a low growl tore from my lips. “Fuck, you feel sensational,” I praised as I slid my finger back and entered her with another. “You feel tense, Sadie. Do you want me to stop?”

      “No, I’m just a bit nervous this time.”

      I stopped. “Nervous? Why? We’ve both been here before.”

      “Yeah, but the last time we did this, I thought it didn’t mean anything.”

      I kissed her mouth, her jaw and her neck before I brought my mouth to her ear. “Baby, it has always meant something. At least, it did to me.”

      I pulled away and stared into her beautiful big brown eyes to help her feel the weight of my words. “I’d never have touched you if I’d thought for one minute you’d be a one-night fuck.” Both fingers circled her entrance, and I sank them inside. Her pussy clamped down tight and I felt my cock pulse in response.

      “Oh, God,” she breathed in a ragged tone.

      “You feel incredible,” I whispered. I’d been with hundreds of women, but I’d never had the emotional connection during foreplay that I had with Sadie. All my concerns were around her previous forced experience and how to erase any negative feelings she might have suppressed that could stop her from enjoying us fucking together.

      Stepping back, I turned her away from me, and stepped close to her back. There was something deeply erotic in the way her breath caught as my fingertips brushed against the nape of her neck as I reached for the small button at the top of her blouse. With this undone, my fingers trailed down to the hem and I lifted it over her head. Electricity crackled in the air between us as it connected with her hair. I turned her toward me again and smoothed it down. “Are you okay?” I asked, checking on her.

      “Yeah,” she muttered in a quiet voice as my hungry eyes trailed over her gorgeous tits. I glanced up to look at her. “Have I told you how magnificent these are?” I asked as I brushed my forefingers over both nipples. She looked a little self-conscious as her skin stained pink, the flush reaching down to her chest. “It’s weird, I never had you pegged as a shy girl, but that’s how it feels when I look at you.”

      “I don’t think you understand the pressure I feel at being with you,” she muttered as I kissed her neck again.

      I stopped what I was doing and stilled completely. “What do you mean?”

      “All those women,” she mumbled, and appeared a little embarrassed at her confession.

      “What about them? They meant nothing and I suspect I meant nothing to most of them either. There have only been a couple of girls that I’ve had sex with more than once … and even they happened out of habit more than anything real I felt for them.”

      Sadie’s lips pinched together, and I could tell what we were doing was a big deal for her, so I felt the need to express how it was for me too.

      “What’s happening between us is something more than anything I’ve had with anyone else. We had barely started, yet I missed you like mad. You were in my thoughts, morning, noon and night. Baby, there was a hole in my chest the moment I found out you were gone, and it didn’t close over until I saw you again today.”

      “What a lovely thing to say,” she mumbled as her hands raked through my hair and her face softened. “I never knew you had an ounce of romance in you.”

      “You’re a lovely thing. You make me want to be romantic—to try to be at least,” I muttered back. Turning her in the direction of the bed, I guided her over by her shoulders, turned her around and reached for the button on her skirt. “And you’re a lovely thing I need to be naked,” I added with a wicked grin.

      “Yeah, and you’re wearing entirely too many clothes as well,” she mumbled, sounding more confident.

      “You think?” I asked, pulling my T-shirt over my head, and stripping out of my jeans. “There, better?” I asked.

      Sadie’s eyes dropped to my hard cock, standing proud, and she glanced back up to me with a cute look of shock on her face. “That was a bit sudden, but yeah, much better,” she said, chuckling. She glanced at my cock again and her smile fell. “Would it be too late to say I’m nervous again?”

      I slid my hands around her waist and drew her nearer. My stiff cock slid up her warm belly and a heated sensation flooded my body from our skin-to-skin contact. “You’ve got this. Just relax.”

      She bit her lip and appeared unsure of herself. “Last time … in West Palm Beach, that wasn’t really me. I mean, I’m not a dominant person, at least I don’t think I am,” she added frowning. “I’ve always wanted you, but I was that angry girl who had been restrained and used by two men. I had to pretend to be submissive to stay alive.”

      “Fuck,” I whispered and cradled her head in my hands. “Baby, I never want you to have sex with me just because that’s what you think I want. The relationship we have going forward will be an equal arrangement where your feelings matter above everything else. I guess it’s going to take time to earn your trust, and that’s okay. I’ve learned I have patience … if it’s for you.”

      “It’s not going to be easy, Deakon. I can’t unsee all those other women, nor the things you said about them.”

      “I know. Hindsight is a wonderful thing, and had I known we’d be here today, I’d never have even been with them, let alone discussed them with you around. Just give me a chance, Sadie. Despite all the bad I’ve done in my life, the loose morals an’ all, I believe I can be the man you need me to be.”

      She gave me a nervous smile that said she wanted to believe me. “We’ll see,” she said quietly. “But at least we don’t have any secrets between us,” she mused philosophically.

      “There’s still a lot to learn about one another yet,” I argued.

      “True,” she said quietly.

      “We’re going to take this as slow as you want. Everything at your pace. The important thing is we’re acknowledging this connection we both tried to ignore like—forever.” The vulnerability in her eyes as she stared back at me in that moment made my heart clench. I swallowed down the wave of emotion I felt and bent to kiss her.

      Sadie kissed me back like it was the last kiss we’d ever have and in it I felt love, courage, desire and passion all rolled into the minute it lasted. When we broke the kiss, I unzipped her skirt and slid it down over her hips. As it slid to the floor. I lifted her up and laid her gently on the bed.

      “Glad we got the serious part out of the way,” she muttered.

      I shook my head and smiled. “If you think for one minute, I’m not serious about devouring your sweet pussy, you’re going to be left in no doubt that I am. You have no clue how much I missed the taste of you,” I muttered in a gruff tone full of intent. “But I’m going to take it slowly until you surrender of your own free will, not because someone makes you do it.”

      A grin spread over her face and lust flashed in her eyes. “From that carnal stare you’re giving me, I think you might be right.”
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      There were no words for how forgiving both Levi and Deakon were about me disappearing the way I had. Seeing the relief in their eyes when I turned up at the studio made me realize I wasn’t just some housekeeper to them. There was genuine love in how they embraced me, which confirmed we were all okay.

      Making love with Deakon was nothing like the first time we had sex. Where that previous time had been rough, frantic and careless, this time was vastly different. He was tender and made slow, deliberate movements, like he hadn’t wanted being inside me to end. The longing gaze in his eyes as he moved in and out of me alternated between lust and adoration. It was truly a soul-searching connection I’d never experienced before. Afterward as I lay safely wrapped in Deakon’s arms, he made me feel precious, despite his rough and ready rock star image.

      “What’re you thinking?”

      I lifted my head from listening to the steady rhythm of his heart and smiled. “That you’re pretty good in bed,” I muttered with a smile.

      “Only pretty good? Are you trying to bust my balls? My name isn’t Levi you know,” he teased, reminding me of the ribbing he and Trinnie gave Levi when Levi was trying to win Trinnie over. He laughed and it was the best sound I’d heard in an age.

      “I’d say pretty good was fair. I like to think you’ll keep practicing and the sex between us will get better and better,” I said, stroking a palm affectionately over his pecs.

      “Oh, I have plans for that,” he muttered with a slow, wicked grin. His big brown eyes twinkled with a naughty glint as he said this.

      “I bet you do,” I remarked and lowered my head until my cheek met his warm skin again and I could hear his heartbeat.

      “Does this mean you’ll go out with me on a date?” My body tensed instantly. “What? What did I say?” he asked, lifting my head again to see my face.

      I drew in a breath. “I can’t.”

      Deakon instantly shifted me beneath him and prowled above me on all four limbs. “Why not? That prick Taylor is dead and Bovey’s behind bars. He won’t see daylight on the outside until he’s old and gray—that’s if he lives that long. Do you know what they do to cops on the inside?” I shuddered at the thought, and Deakon immediately dropped his forehead to mine. “Don’t you dare pity or feel sorry for him, Sadie. Those guys could have killed you.”

      “I know. I wasn’t thinking about them. It was my parents I was thinking about.”

      “Do you want to reach out to them?” he asked, his eyes searching my face for the truth.

      I shrugged. “It’s been a long time. Too long. Plus, the way I left them … the horrible things I said in the heat of the moment …” I trailed off, arguing.

      Deakon spread my legs with a knee and settled his body between them. “Baby, they’re your parents. Can you imagine the hurt of not knowing where you are? Were they good to you before you met Jesse or was there always friction between you?”

      I shrugged again and he stroked my hair. “My childhood was idyllic. We had awesome family camping vacations in the summer in our huge motor home. Birthday, Halloween and Christmas parties. My parents adored me and this is how I repaid them.” I swallowed hard, determined not to cry. “I’m so ashamed that I turned my back on them for a man I hardly knew and my subsequent disappearance. I thought about contacting them to say I was okay, but I’ve been so petrified Jesse would get to me I couldn’t bring myself to do it. That, and the probably hate me for not reaching out before now.”

      “What did you have to be ashamed about? That you were manipulated and became a victim of a wicked guy and his corrupt buddy?”

      “I’m not a victim anymore. I’m a survivor,” I protested quickly, frowning. A few seconds later my expression softened. “When I left my father said I’d be dead to my parents if I chose Jesse over them. It was the last thing he said to me.”

      “Fuck. I bet those words have haunted your dad every day since. They’d haunt me if I said something like that in the heat of the moment,” he admitted. “I’ve said tons of shitty things in my life, but none I hadn’t meant.”

      A tear trickled down my face, and it was the first time I had allowed my brain to let me feel the full impact of how much I missed my parents. “I can’t imagine how hurt they were at the time, or them accepting me back into their lives, after what I did.”

      “Jesus, Sadie. We all make mistakes. Take it from me, I’m a regular fuck up,” Deakon stated. “If we’re going to be together, sooner or later they’re going to see your face in the papers. You can’t change what happened in the past, but you can apologize and ask for forgiveness. They may throw it back in your face, but isn’t it better that you get in touch rather than them learn you’re alive in the media? They’d believe you don’t give a shit about them if that happened.”

      I fell quiet as my thoughts ran wild. My inner turmoil being matched by my erratic heartbeat. Deakon recognized my distress and gently stroked my cheeks with his thumbs as he cradled my head in his hands. “You’re not alone anymore,” he stated in a quiet tone as he gazed intently into my eyes. “I’ll come with you. Let me be the strength you need to face up to this, otherwise there will always be something dimming that light in your eyes. I don’t believe you’ll ever truly heal if you have something this huge hanging over you.”

      The thought of facing my parents horrified me but I drew strength from the sincerity of Deakon’s tone. He was right, whether we stayed together or not, this was an unresolved part of my history I couldn’t ignore any longer.

      “Can I think about it? I’m still trying to get my head around not needing to look over my shoulder for the bogeyman anymore.”

      He gave me a small, soft smile. “Sure. Try not to take too long about it. When the album is finished we’ll be heading out on the road. I want to take you with me because I’d miss you too much and it’ll let you get used to what you’ll be getting yourself into.”

      “You want me on the tour with you all?”

      “Absolutely. The last thing I want is for you to sit home and wonder what the fuck I’m getting up to. I have a reputation to live down, both with you and the world at large. What better way to do it than with you on my arm, letting everyone know I am taken.”

      I smiled. “You’re taken?”

      “I am. You’ve got me by the nuts, baby,” he muttered with a grin.

      “I like the sound of that, and since you’ve always called me a ball breaker, I guess your description is kind of fitting.”

      Even though I’d tried my hardest to fight my feelings over the years, being at the retreat had made me realize I had been falling for Deakon for a long time. I supposed I’d been falling a little more every time I’d seen him. But the moment he told me he was taken was the second I couldn’t stop myself from being completely in love with him.
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      “I’m glad she came back,” Levi said as Sadie stepped through his patio door and took her belongings back to the pool house. “Is she staying?” he inquired.

      “For now, yes. It’s probably best not to try to change too much all at once,” I mumbled and tried not to sound disgruntled.

      Levi flashed me a look. “Fuck, dude. I never thought I’d see the day any woman would get the better of you.”

      I chuckled. “Me neither, but Sadie’s in a class of her own. I mean, it turns out I love being called a prick, dickhead, fuckwad and all the other expletives she’s tossed my way over the years like foreplay.”

      He laughed. “It’s been a different kind of courtship, that’s for sure.” His face fell more serious. “You’ve been much more gracious about my reaction than I would have been. I just hope you understand why I was so worried about you and her?”

      I nodded. “I’m no angel, I get it.”

      “Yeah, but still … I thought I was protecting her when I should have trusted your word.”

      “It’s forgotten. Don’t do it again,” I said, wagging my finger and pretending to admonish him.

      “It’s more than I deserve,” Levi admitted. I saw the regret in his eyes as he gave me a sheepish smile. “So, what’s the plan? You’re going to exhaust yourself flitting between here and Miami on a regular basis? We’ll be out on the road again soon as well,” he reminded me.

      “True. I’ve already been considering that. Figured I’d ask Trinnie to find me a secluded rental down here for a while. I think it would be best all-round if Sadie stayed here until she came to terms with her situation. Then, she could spend time with me when she wants, until she’s sure she wants to move in. Eventually, I’d buy a place near here for us so she can come here whenever she wanted. It’s time I got out of that penthouse and found a proper base for myself in Florida anyway. Who knows, if it works out the way I hope, we all might end up being neighbors.”

      “That would be awesome. Thanks,” he muttered.

      “For?” I raised a brow in question.

      “Not putting pressure on her. For letting what you have together go at her pace.”

      The patio door opened, and Sadie stepped inside. “Did you miss me?” she asked, blatantly riding out her embarrassment. Her cheeks were red and there was a hint of awkwardness in her tone when she addressed Levi.

      “Nah, it was a welcome break from all the abuse I’ve suffered over the years,” Levi muttered, good humoredly.

      “Oh, please. I bet you cried like a girl because you had to make your own sandwiches,” she replied, smiling.

      “Oh, yeah, it was fucking hard work trying to get the order of the cold meats right,” he teased. Levi opened his arms and gestured her into his body. “Get over here before I kick your ass for running away from me.”

      I could tell by the way Levi hugged her that she meant the world to him and maybe I should have felt jealous to see my girl in the arms of another man. But he was the man that had saved her, so I couldn’t begrudge them the close bond they shared.

      “I’ve made a decision,” she said, stepping back from Levi and moving over beside me. “Deakon and I have been talking … and as hard as it’s going to be, I’m going to reach out to my parents.” Both our jaws dropped. It had been less than twenty-four hours since our discussion. We must have looked stunned because she frowned. “What? You said I should do it, and you’re right. Jesse Taylor and Michael Bovey have ruled all of our lives, not just mine.”

      I pulled her tight to my chest and kissed her forehead. “That’s incredible news. Just name the date and I’ll come with you.”

      “No,” she stated flatly.

      “What? Why?” I asked, feeling dejected.

      “How would it look if I turned up with someone with your reputation and expect them to take me serious?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I barked out, hurt beyond measure by her judging me. A crushing feeling tightened my chest.

      “Oh, Deakon, please don’t be hurt,” she pleaded as tears welled in her gorgeous eyes. “Put yourself in their shoes. They don’t even know I’m alive. Can you imagine how they’d judge you, given your reputation, if this is how they met you for the first time? I seriously fucked up with Jesse, but this time I believe I haven’t. However, I don’t know what I’ll be walking into, and I need them to see the woman I am today, before I can help them to see what I see in you.”

      For a few minutes I stood quietly seething as her words rang in my ears. Then, once I’d digested her reasoning, I guessed she had a point. So, although I hated her decision, I reminded myself this was her bridge to build with her parents.

      “I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it,” I agreed.

      Levi stepped forward and hugged us both. “Dude,” he muttered. His one word in support of me, was all I needed to hear.

      “Do it. I get it, do it,” I repeated my agreement again. “But I won’t allow them to turn you against me,” I snapped.

      “Does that worry you?” she asked quietly, like the thought hadn’t struck her. “You are no Jesse Taylor,” she admonished. “I won’t tolerate them thinking that.”

      “I gonna leave you two to talk,” Levi mumbled, sensing my unease that Sadie wasn’t including me. He grabbed his car keys and stepped out into his hallway.

      Sadie and I stood in limbo, staring at one another like neither knew what to say. She placed her head on my chest. “I know my decision has hurt you. I knew it would, even before I said it. You need to trust me on this, Deakon. I knew my parents once, and the way I left was ugly. If I turn up out of nowhere with you, they may be so shocked, they might never be willing to know you like I do.”

      I nodded. “So how do you want to do this?”

      “I thought I might ask Chloe to come with me,” she replied softly. “She’s had a similar experience of not contacting her parents for a long time. I figured if I got tongue-tied or distressed, she’d help me smooth things over.” Her choice of person drained the anger from my blood, and I realized if anyone could help her parents feel compassion for Sadie, it was most definitely Chloe Barclay.
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      “For God’s sake, will you sit down. You’ve been pacing the floor for over an hour and you’re wearing that carpet thin,” Korry remarked as he passed me a beer. He, Greg and Mikey were hanging out to support me while I waited for news from Sadie, about the outcome of her visit to her parents.

      The day before, Chloe had paved the way for Sadie’s pending visit by calling Sadie’s parents to let them know their daughter was safe and wanted to reconnect. They were ecstatic to know she was alive and Sadie had made the journey up to Tallahassee knowing her parents were receptive to seeing her.

      “I’m still trying to get my head around you and Sadie being in a relationship,” Greg muttered. “She always behaved like the original pretty, high school, mean girl toward you.”

      “Sometimes people have love-hate relationships,” Korry remarked. “And sometimes the person you thought was your soulmate finds someone else she thinks is hers.”

      “Sounds like you’re talking from experience,” I mumbled as I eyed him carefully.

      Korry shrugged with a deep frown crease between his eyes. “Something like that.”

      My eyes narrowed as I continued to watched him, and I tried to remember if he’d ever been in a serious relationship. “Want to talk about it?”

      He shrugged again, his mouth twisting like he struggled with how to explain. “It’s stupid.”

      “Nah, if I’ve learned anything through this thing with Sadie, nothing could be thought of as stupid when it comes to love.” My answer rang in my ears and realized Sadie had never told me she loved me—not in romantic terms at any rate.

      “Years ago … I think I was sixteen, I had a girl friend.  Not a girlfriend, but a friend who was a girl. We’d made this pact that if we weren’t married by the time, we were thirty, we were going to marry each other.”

      “And? I asked, surprised I’d never heard this story.

      “My sister messaged me yesterday to tell me this girl had gotten engaged.  Zena’s been invited to be one of her bridesmaids. Blaire’s getting married in six months.”

      “Sounds like you’re bummed about that,” I suggested.

      Korry sighed. “A little …” He shrugged for the third time and looked helplessly toward me. “I don’t know, I guess I’d always kept a corner of my heart that was hers and figured that maybe one day … anyway, when she told me I felt a little pang of nostalgia about the pact we’d made.”

      “You figured this…” I circled my finger, trying to remember the girl’s name.

      “Blaire,” he offered.

      I nodded. “Right, Blaire, was waiting for you?” I asked.

      “We were never romantically involved,” he said, sounding pissed with himself.

      “Do you think, looking back, you missed your chance with her?”

      “Over the years my thoughts have kept coming back to her. But I never made a play for her. We were so close back in high school. We did everything together …” He paused like he was remembering. “Anyway, she was far too good for me. I’d never have ruined our friendship by trying to hook up with her. She’s done alright for herself too. She’s marrying the town lawyer.”

      “Wow. A good catch. Better than some smooth operator rocker, like you,” I joked.

      My cell phone began to ring, and I saw Sadie’s name flash on the screen. “Hey, baby,” I mumbled as I stood and headed to my room for privacy. “I had expected to hear from you before now. How did it go?”

      A pained sob tore from Sadie’s throat. Adrenaline shot through my body. “Sadie? Are you okay?”

      The next few seconds were torturous as I heard her cry down the line until I heard someone take her cell from her. “Hi, Deakon. It’s Chloe. Everything’s fine. Sadie’s just a little emotional right now.”

      “Should I fly up there?” I asked, searching my bedroom for my wallet and making ready to leave if I had to.

      “No. Gibson’s plane is at the airfield. We’ll be back in Miami in a couple of hours,” Chloe advised. “I’ll call you when we land.”

      “Can you put her cell to her ear for a minute,” I asked.

      There was a small commotion on the other end of the line before I heard sniffing. “Baby, you did a great job. Don’t worry about me. You can talk when you feel ready. I missed you today, and I can’t wait to see you.”

      “All right, we’re on our way to the airport. See you later,” Chloe called out in the background before the line cut out.
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      “You were right, my parents didn’t care about the past, and it was like those years melted away as I sat in my family home,” Sadie said as she flung her arms around me and sobbed against my chest. “They … they were just happy I was alive. I wish you could have seen the light in their eyes to have me back. The reunion was a little overwhelming for all of us. I felt ashamed to relay what had happened with Jesse, and I spared them much of the details, but to their credit they never once said I told you so.”

      Her red rimmed eyes searched my face and I bent and kissed her forehead. “Well done. I told you it would be okay.”

      “I made the right call by taking Chloe and not you, Deakon,” she said softly. “You should have seen the horrified looks on their faces when they heard I’d been living at Levi’s place. My dad asked me to come home, and when I said no, he began calling me out on my poor judgment about men, and offered to put me in my own accommodation, if I insisted on living in Florida. Thankfully, Chloe had my back and told them I owed my life to Levi because I was experiencing post-traumatic stress when he picked me up, and he’d taken great care of me all this time.”

      I’d gotten over her not taking me. I could have cared that she’d chosen Chloe because the relief on her face told me something had shifted within her for having made the reconnection with parents. I was just glad I’d given her the strength to face her family. It felt amazing to see her get closure from that part of her life, and I’d hoped now she’d move forward with a clean slate. Most of all, I felt ready to accept responsibility for helping her to do that.

      We thanked Chloe in the airport lounge for taking the time to support Sadie, then Chloe got back on Gibson’s plane and headed straight back to Colorado.
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      “You know how you asked me to find you a temporary property down here for a while?” Trinnie asked as she came home while Sadie and I were making dinner together.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “You could use my place down here if you want. It would maintain your privacy since the snowbirds are barely ever there.”

      “Sounds good. Draw up the details for the rental and I’ll get my accountant to deal with it.”

      “Jesus, you’re family. Levi said you refused to stay here when you’re driving back and forth. So, staying at my house would be an extension of that hospitality.”

      “Well, if you’re sure, that would be great,” I replied, pleased.

      I smiled down at Sadie who looked wide eyed with surprise. “What? I’m giving you the space you need because I want to do this right. We’re going out on dates like I’ve been trying to get you to do. Then, maybe when you feel the time is right, we can choose a place together.”

      “Who are you?,” Sadie joked because I was being so compliant.

      “This is who I am, but if you want the rock star version of this guy, you’re going to need to come on tour with us to find out who that guy is.
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      Moving into Trinnie’s place was a smooth transition. Sadie knew there’d be days when I had no choice but to sleep over in Miami but on the days when I had no engagements, I spent those down in Key Largo with her. It had been an exciting day for us as it was the first I’d taken her out in public. It wasn’t to anywhere fancy, just to a small, low-key restaurant near to where Trinnie’s house was.

      Sadie was adorably nervous when I drove over to pick her up, and I was amazed at the transition in the girl who had given me endless shit for the previous couple of years. Levi shot me a look when Sadie turned up dressed in a slinky maxi sun dress and a pair of kitten heels. Apart from Thanksgiving, neither of us had ever seen her wear anything other than capri pants, short skirts, shorts or jeans.

      “Wow. Baby, you look incredible,” I said, beaming a smile and appraising her with hungry eyes. There was an innocence about the way she looked at me that made my heart go wild.

      “Jesus. Don’t cream your pants, Deakon it’s only a cotton dress,” she muttered, embarrassed. A small smile played on her lips when Levi barked a laugh because her comment was the usual sort, we’d come to expect from the snarky girl she was.

      Trinnie was outside by the pool and called Levi away. “Have fun you two. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” My buddy hesitated then grinned. “I mean try and keep it vanilla, Deakon.” I laughed as Levi winked and wandered outside the house.

      I looked back at Sadie with narrowed eyes. Her blush had deepened with Levi’s comment. I smiled. “Am I not allowed to get excited when I see my girl dressed up?” I asked, ignoring what Levi had said and pretending to pout.

      “Not if it means I’m going to need to hose you down with cold water,” she replied.

      I grinned. “That’s my girl, snarky as ever. Would it be sadistic of me to say I’d missed your cutting tongue?”

      “You would, if my mouth was anywhere near your dick.”

      I cracked up laughing and she smiled. “You’d never have said that if your boss had still been standing there.”

      She shrugged and flashed me a wicked smile. “He’s heard worse from me in the past.”

      “I bet,” I agreed, thinking again on how nasty her comments had gotten toward us.

      “Shall we? Your chariot awaits,” I prompted, jingling my car keys in front of her.

      “You’re driving?”

      “How else did you figure we’d get there?”

      She shrugged again. “It’s just … I won’t drink if you aren’t.”

      “Ah you want to get me drunk so that you can have your wicked way with me and blame it on the booze?” I teased.

      “Isn’t that the point of a date?”

      “So, do you always put out on a first date?”

      “Only when I’m dating a hot rock star. I mean isn’t that what’s expected?” she asked, grinning.

      “Right. Uber it is,” I said, acting like she had a point. “We’ll take my car back to Trinnie’s house and I’ll call for an Uber. Mikey wanted to come, but I figured we didn’t need a third wheel out here in the sticks,” I informed her.

      Placing my hand protectively on the small of her back, I smiled down at her. “Well, come on, time’s a movin’,” I said and ushered her toward the door.

      Sadie laughed as I opened my car door for her. “Am I dreaming, or do you really have manners?”

      “Only for those who count. I can’t begin to count the number of doors I’ve let swing in peoples’ faces over the years.”

      “Oh, my original bad boy,” she muttered, as sat inside and clutched her chest, pretending to swoon.

      I climbed into my driver’s side seat and started the engine. “In the beginning it was unintentional, but as we grew famous, I guess I acted like a dick. Eventually I did it to get rid of people that followed me around waiting for me to make a mistake or give them something newsworthy,” I informed her as I began to coast slowly down to the gate and head back to Trinnie’s house. Once there we called an Uber and only waited a few minutes before it arrived.

      “So where are we going?” she asked once we were in the Uber.

      “A little seafood place Levi told me about. It shouldn’t be busy on a weeknight,” Levi said.

      “Can we have oysters?”

      “You can have anything you want. But I should warn you, I have an urge to get into your panties right here and the night’s barely begun. You do know oysters are an aphrodisiac?”

      Sadie laughed and tucked her hands under her thighs like she was unsure of herself again. She glanced toward the driver. “This is the weirdest thing ever, going out for dinner with you.”

      “Not as weird as it is for me. Do you know how long I’ve waited for this?”

      She grinned. “Say that again.”

      “I’m serious. All this back and forth between us, we should have fucked years ago and got all that angst over with. I’m sure you’ve given me wrinkles with all that abusive foreplay you threw in my direction.” The driver coughed. Sadie’s eyes widened. For a second she fell quiet, and I stole a sideward glance. She turned toward me, and her gorgeous brown eyes looked full of regret. “Don’t apologize. I’d have been on you like a tick if you hadn’t been so forceful.”

      “Still …” she muttered wistfully.

      “Still, here we are,” I said, reminding her how we’d gotten to where we were. I looked up and saw the sign for the old restaurant building Levi had recommended we eat at. “Okay, looks like we’re here,” I said as the Uber driver pulled up and I eyed the dilapidated-looking, single story restaurant frontage. The wooden cladding was shabby with paint peeling off it. “I’m starting to wonder if your boss is trying to get you to sack me,” I muttered, nodding toward the structure.

      “Sack you?” she asked, frowning. I got out as the driver turned off the engine and rounded the car, then opened the door for her. “Yeah, you know—get rid of me.”

      She chuckled when she eyed the building. “If this is the kind of place Levi takes Trinnie, then the girl is with him because she feels sorry for him.”

      I laughed. “Come on, he better not be lying about the food, or he’ll need medical help dislodging my size twelve from the crack of his ass.”
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      “I take back everything I said about threatening Levi. The food in here is superb. What’s even better is that I didn’t sign one autograph, have my picture taken or have my dinner interrupted.”

      “That must happen a lot. I forget you guys have all that to deal with every day of the week,” Sadie murmured. “Makes me worried about how the fans will react when they know you’re going out with me.”

      “I think they’ll take one look at you, and say, he’d have no chance if he wasn’t a rock star. She’s way out of his league.”

      Sadie scoffed and gave me an incredulous glare. It made me realize that she had no idea, but in most men’s eyes, she really was all that.

      “You’ve never seen us play live, have you?” I asked.

      “No. I’m nervous. What if I get there and find out it’s a recording and you’re really all miming because you’re crap.”

      I laughed. “Baby you are going to light up when you feel the vibrations that run through your body when you feel those drum and bass beats taking you over.”

      “It’ll feel mortifying to sleep on the bus with Greg, Korry and the others,” she blurted out.

      “I have the big bedroom at the back of the bus. It’s away from the others. It’s important that I travel with them. Touring is part of the fun we get out of this. You must know, from living with Levi, how much work is involved in the background. Getting to go from place to place, taking the music to the fans and seeing their reaction is our reward for that.”

      “When you put it like that, I guess if I want to come with you, I can put up with a little embarrassment.”

      I smiled, leaned over and placed my hand on her thigh under the table. “If Trinnie can do it, you can. Besides, it’ll be fun to hear you bitch slap Korry and Greg when they get out of hand … and believe me, Greg will most certainly entertain you with that.”

      “Can’t wait,” she mumbled like she was dreading the thought of spending time in a confined space with us.

      “You won’t need to, we’re due to leave for Europe very soon.”

      Sadie’s jaw dropped. “I … I don’t have a passport.”

      “Minor detail. We’ll make sure Bernadette takes care of that this week.”
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      Rhianna and Calvin Harris crooned “We Found Love In a Hopeless Place” and we chuckled as the Uber guy sang along. As we sat hand in hand in the back seat Deakon grinned at me, and I could see by the twinkle in his eyes that he was enjoying the little interlude.

      From his unfiltered behavior, it felt obvious that the older gentleman taking us home had no idea who Deakon was, as he belted out the tune with a few misheard words.

      As he smiled, Deakon pulled my head toward him with his free hand and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Happy?” he asked, a hopeful look in his eyes.

      “Yeah. I am,” I decided. I’d had time to digest all the information about Jesse Taylor, Michael Bovey and my meeting with my parents, and realized Deakon had been unwavering in his support by giving me time to allow me to do that. “Do you think we could go see my family?”

      “Sure. Why?” he asked hesitantly.

      “If I’m going on tour with you, I want them to know I’m choosing the right man to be with, this time. No matter how forgiving they are, they most likely think I’m a fuck up. But I know them, they’ll try to hide it. I’m sure they’re holding their breaths right now and waiting for my next calamity.”

      “I’d love to meet them and tell them what an amazing woman you are,” he muttered, his eyes searching mine like he was both excited and wary of the prospect. I despised the sound of resignation in his voice. It hinted at his expectation of them judging him based on his past reputation the moment they meet him.

      “Can we do it soon? I’m thinking it will only be a matter of time before my name is out there with yours.”

      “Make the call, and I’ll be there,” he agreed.
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      My heart raced as Mikey drove us past familiar buildings as we neared the private road to my childhood home the following day. Being a successful architect, my father had designed the magnificent contemporary, double floor home on a secluded parcel of land surrounded by woodland.

      “Wow. Impressive. You never said you came from money. This house is amazing. You lived here?”

      I nodded. “Since I was about seven years old, I think,” I replied, mentally checking my age when the house was finally completed.

      “We lived in a trailer here while my father built it brick by brick—he’s an architect.”

      “Damn. That’s real talent. I’m going to need to up my game to impress him now.”

      “I think after what happened with my last boyfriend, he’ll be less than welcoming,” I warned.

      “You did tell him I was coming with you?” he asked, frowning.

      I cracked a nervous smile. “Not in so many words.”

      “What do you mean?” he growled and sat up straight in his seat.

      I shrugged. “I just told them a friend was bringing me here.”

      Deakon looked hurt and my heart squeezed in pain. “Please, don’t look at me like that,” I begged. “After what I did last time … it’s a delicate situation.”

      “Right,” he muttered agreeing, but it felt forced. My heart clenched again. “You asked me once to trust you, and I do. Now I just need you to trust me.”

      Fury burned in his eyes, and I could tell he was angry with me, but he sighed tiredly and nodded. “All right. Let’s get it over with.”
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      “Mom, Dad, this is Deakon Brosley,” I said, sounding far more confident than I felt. Dad was born with the stick up his ass Deakon accused me of having, so I figured it might only be a matter of time before he challenged Deakon.

      “Phillip Hall,” my father beamed, announcing his name like it should mean something to Deakon. My father frowned when he studied my boyfriend’s ink as Deakon shrugged off his jacket. His tattoos popped on his tan skin when displayed against his white, sleeveless T-shirt.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Hall,” Deakon said respectfully.

      “Please, It’s Phillip,” he repeated more casually. “Thank you, for taking the time out of your busy life to bring our daughter to see us. It’s most kind of you. But I would have come to Florida and brought her,” my dad informed Deakon as he smiled and shook his hand.

      “It’s my pleasure to spend time with Sadie,” Deakon replied.

      “Well, that’s a nice thing to say, isn’t it Phillip,” my mom said politely.

      “Yes, of course, but we’d still prefer if you took up our offer to come back home,” Dad countered as his eyes shifted from Deakon to my mom. “Sorry, this is my wife, Marjory,” he muttered, like she was an afterthought. “I’m sorry, your last visit was highly emotional. Your mom and I were a little reserved because we were afraid you’d disappear again.

      Dad ushered us into the sitting room and soon he and Deakon were engaged in a long discussion about his pride and joy—the house. While they did this—Mom and I headed into the kitchen, which was separated from the living room, to lay out the buffet lunch she had made.

      Mom hugged me as soon as we were alone. “It’s fabulous to have you back. After you left last time, it took days before it sunk in that you were alive and okay.” Guilt almost consumed me, and tears sprang to my eyes. “Oh, now, don’t. You’ll set me off and then the afternoon will be ruined.”

      “I don’t have words to say how sorry I am for what I put you both through, except to say, stupidity got the better of me.”

      “You’re far from stupid, Sadie. Love makes people do stupid things. It’s unfortunate that in your case, it became life threatening.”

      At that moment Dad and Deakon entered the kitchen and I rolled my eyes when I realized Dad was giving him ‘the tour.” Deakon glanced toward me while my dad was deep in an explanation about the Italian marble floors, grinned and shot me a wink. My heart fluttered at how good natured and tolerant he was being, and I wondered if he’d feel the same tolerance after he heard my father’s reaction, when I told him Deakon was my boyfriend.

      Despite their obviously different outlooks on life, Deakon and my father hit it off and I was impressed with Deakon’s knowledge about architecture when he mentioned different architects and the styles of houses they had designed. Once they had exhausted the topic, they moved on to music and my father surprised me by talking about some 80’s indie bands over lunch.

      “Depeche Mode are one of my favorite bands,” my father disclosed, when Deakon made mention some of the best of 80’s music. I almost had to pick my jaw off the floor when he went on to mention The Cure, New Order, Faith No More and Nirvana. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d ever heard music played in our home, apart from mine.

      Deakon wiped his mouth with a napkin, placed it down beside his plate and slid his hand under the table onto my thigh. I didn’t realize this was a signal that he was going to bring up the subject of us, until he did.

      “Guys, there’s another reason for our visit today, we came to see you out of courtesy because we’ve just begun to date, and I wanted to come and reassure you that I’m not Jesse Taylor. My aim is to take good care of your daughter.”

      “Excuse me?” my dad asked, startled at the same time as my mom clutched her chest. “You’ve got to be at least ten years older than our daughter.” The threatening look my dad cast in Deakon’s direction gave me a flashback to the image I remembered from the time when I’d told my parents that I was going to live with Jesse.

      “Nine years, Dad,” I corrected. “But after what I’ve been through, no boy of my age would understand. I’ve known Deakon since I went to live at Levi’s place, and the guys in the band have been extremely protective of me. How I behaved during the past few years hasn’t been pretty. Yet, even after Deakon has seen me at my worst, he still wants to be with me.”

      “Sadie,” my dad said sharply, his eyes flitting desperately between me, Deakon and my mom. “Don’t think I haven’t researched these guys that took you in. Your so-called boss went into rehab—drugs no doubt.”

      “No. Levi’s never been a drug addict. He had a traumatic childhood, and went to figure that out,” Deakon replied, immediately defending Levi’s name. “My bandmate took care of your daughter after finding her living on the streets. He is fiercely protective of her because of his own history. Sadie owes her life to him, so I won’t sit here and allow your armchair judgement of my friend. Levi’s an extremely special person.”

      My dad looked flustered after Deakon’s unusually calm, but protective defense of his friend’s reputation.

      “Maybe so, but from what I’ve read about you …” for a moment he searched for words. “…and your reputation of disregarding women … that precedes you.”

      “True,” Deakon remarked unashamed. “I own my past behavior, and I don’t deny that reputation. But Sadie’s different. For the first time in my life, I am serious about pursuing something solid with your daughter. The feelings we have for one another haven’t happened overnight. I’ve been attracted to her since I met her. However, I could see she was affected by something she couldn’t even talk about, so I tried to keep my distance.”

      “He’s right. I was so horrible to Deakon because I didn’t want to acknowledge I’d developed feelings for him too. But the more I tried to push him away the stronger he held on.” Deakon clasped my hand under the table and gave it a small squeeze.

      Deakon nodded. “I felt the attraction between us was mutual for quite some time, and now that Sadie has had closure from her past, I’d like to take her on tour with us.”

      “On tour? Sadie are you never going to learn?” my dad bellowed. My mom’s body jumped in response to his sharp outburst.

      “I have learned. Having lived around a bunch of people that outsiders regard as hellraising drug addicts has taught me not to believe everything I see and hear. Nor to judge their outward appearances or what they do for a living either. I’ve also realized I should take note of what they do and say and decide if it’s consistent with how they act and react to situations. Deakon has earned my trust and right now, I trust him and Levi above everyone else.”

      “Then let us hope you’re not making another monumental mistake, Sadie,” my dad lectured in a condescending tone. “We forgave what happened in the past because we regarded it as an error in judgment a young girl made. But you’re not eighteen anymore. What you did with Jesse turned our world upside down and stole four years of our mental health. If you end up in another catastrophic relationship with this man, your mother and I won’t be as forgiving next time.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” Deakon interjected. “I’m taking care of Sadie this time … not some devious pimp that fooled her into thinking he was the love of her life.”

      “Because she thinks that’s you?” my dad challenged sounding cynical.

      “You’d need to direct that question toward Sadie,” Deakon shot back. “At this point in time, all I can tell you is I’m in love with your daughter.”

      My heart filled with love because Deakon was willing to put himself out there, by saying this in front of my parents. I squeezed his hand and he turned toward me. With an adoring look, he gave me a slow smile and lifted our clasped hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to mine.

      “I get that this is hard for you both after what I put you through, but I believe Deakon. I know he’d never treat me with anything other than respect.”

      “You believed Jesse at one time too,” my mom blurted out.

      Frustration got the better of me. “I did. But this time it’s different.”

      “Different how?” my father insisted.

      “Look, we didn’t come here to argue with you,” Deakon countered. “We flew up here to put your mind at rest. But it’s clear from how you’re reacting that the only way we can do this is to prove it with time.”

      Silence fell between us, and it was apparent my baggage from the past had created a void that couldn’t be filled with words. Deep down I knew I was taking a massive chance and that Deakon might get bored with me, but I sensed whatever happened he’s worth the risk.

      Deakon stood, pushed his chair back and stepped behind it. “Thank you for the lovely food, I appreciate good home cooked meals so much, since we spend a lot of time on the road. I understand your concerns about Sadie but believe me, no one wants to see her secure and happy more than I do. We’re going to be touring Europe shortly, but when we get back, I’d love you to come over to my cabin and spend some time getting to know me better.”

      “Are you living with him?” My father asked, ignoring Deakon’s kind invitation.

      “No, Dad. I still live at Levi’s place as usual. That’s where I work. Deakon rented a house near to Levi’s so we could see one another.” My father looked surprised at this. “So you’re what? Dating?”

      “Yes, Dad. Deakon already told you this. We’re taking this slowly, at my pace, but because he’s going touring soon, I’m going to go with them this time. I’ve never been to see what they do, and it’ll give me a better understanding of the pressures these guys face and what I might be getting myself into.”

      “I see,” he said in a much softer tone than he’d had since Deakon told him we were dating.

      “And you’ll make sure no harm comes to her while she’s in Europe?”

      “Of course, we have a personal security team as well as local security at each venue we play at.”

      “Right, then Sadie’s mom and I will reserve judgment until we see how that pans out.”
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      “That’s the last one,” Sadie muttered as she handed me a small suitcase. Picking up her purse and jacket she turned and looked at me. “Jesus, why do I feel so nervous?”

      I pulled her toward me and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Probably because you’ve never fucked on a bus before,” I teased. It was fun seeing her jaw drop at my coarse comment. “Unless you have,” I joked.

      Seeing her face flush was always a turn on and she shook her head. “Trust you to say something like that.”

      “You can bet your life on it, baby.” I pressed a small kiss to her mouth. “I’m excited you’re coming with me.” Crowding her, I backed her against the bedroom wall and pressed my hard body flush with her much softer curves. Taking her mouth again, I pushed my tongue in her mouth and deepened the kiss.

      Mikey cleared his throat, interrupting us. “All set?” I glanced past him at the door and nodded.

      I coughed and muttered under my breath, “Cock blocker.”

      Mikey grinned and Sadie covered her face with a hand, still not used to being my girlfriend and kissing me in front of everyone. Taking her hand, I led her downstairs to a van that was waiting to transport Levi, Trinnie, Sadie and I to the airport with Mikey. We’d planned the charter plane to stop off at West Palm Beach to pick up Bodhi, Jude, Esther and their baby, and had gotten the rest of the crew and security to meet us there as well.

      The planning of getting everyone transferred onto the evening flight to head off on our nine gig, European tour had been organized by Bernadette, and everything went without a hitch.

      The first stop overseas was at Dublin, and as we arrived at our hotel very early the following morning, we were relieved there were no fans to contend with. Confused by the time change we all fell into bed—all except for poor Esther who had a baby to take care of.
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      “Morning,” Sadie muttered as she stirred when I slid my hand between her thighs and cupped her pussy in my hand.

      “Great morning,” I corrected, snuggling closer. She smiled with her eyes still closed as I pressed a kiss to her shoulder.

      “Did you lose something down there?” she muttered in a croaky voice while barely moving her lips.

      “Thought I had, but it’s right here,” I replied playfully as I slipped a finger between her folds.

      “Are mornings your favorite time of the day to fuck, Deakon, because if so, we need to go to bed earlier at night,” she grumbled.

      “It’s 11:00 a.m., baby,” I protested because I was hungry.

      “Yeah, here in Dublin, it is. But it’s barely 6:00 a.m. at home.”

      “Welcome to life on the road,” I said as I rolled her over from her side to her back and slid my body between her legs. My cock instantly brushed through her folds and breeched her entrance just a little.

      “Shit you’re soaking wet for me,” I whispered as I tongued the column of her neck.

      “Get a condom on, your tip’s already wet,” she mumbled with a faint, naughty smile on her lips.  She frowned when I nudged my crown forward and dipped into her pussy a little further. “Now!” she yelled as her eyes shot open.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, quickly reaching over to my nightstand for my wallet. Taking a condom out of it, I tore it from the package, slung the covers back and rose onto my knees.

      “Christ, it’s freezing,” she muttered, and slapped my ass on both sides as I pulled it on. I grabbed her wrists and held them over her head.

      “Are you trying to be a smart ass?” I muttered as my eyes raked over her delicious goose bumped skin and her puckered nipples. I grabbed both of her legs at the knees and spread them wide. She answered as I took my fill of the beautiful view above her thighs.

      “No, that was me being a slap ass,” she responded, laughing.

      “For that I’m not covering you up again, so you’ll need to work up a sweat,” I warned as I spread her legs wider and tilted my hips until my cock pressed firmly against her entrance. "So do you want this or not?” I asked as I pulsed my dick and barely stretched her entrance. I pulled back and watched her frustration grow.

      “Don’t,” she warned with a crease between her brows and a serious, hooded gaze.

      I knew she meant don’t tease her, but I figured I’d torment her a little before I gave her what she wanted.

      “Don’t?” I asked playfully with a raised brow. “Don’t fuck you?” I questioned, narrowing my eyes at her.

      “Don’t tease me. Give it to me,” she muttered, frustrated. She bucked her hips to try and get closer.

      “I think you mean, give it to me please,” I corrected playfully, as I continued to poke gently at her entrance and tilt my hips back.

      “If you don’t put your cock inside me right now…”

      “Oh, you’ll do what?” I asked, cutting her sentence short and totally getting off on the frustrated look on her face. “I think you’re going to need to beg to make me take pity on you.” Sadie bit her lip in irritation but I could see a smile trying to break through. “Well?” I pressed again.

      “You’re really going to make me beg?” she asked as she flashed me a look that said, just wait until I get you back.

      “No. I’m not making you do anything. I’m simply saying if you want this juicy, hard cock to rock your world, you can figure that out for yourself.”

      “Come on, Deakon, I’m dying here,” she whined, wiggling her hips and lifting her ass off the mattress in desperation.

      “Not as much as I am, baby. Do you know how painful my dick is, just hanging around right there, and getting no action?” I asked, nodding down between us.

      “Please, Dea—”

      I’m almost certain the breath Sadie sucked in when I entered her in one smooth thrust could have been heard all over Dublin. We both groaned in response to the snug sensation of our intimate connection. My eyes closed with no effort, as I savored the blissful feeling of being held tightly inside her body. Needing more room, I pushed her legs wider. She was dripping wet for me despite having no real foreplay, and I relished in her slick warmth as I felt her surround me for a few moments.

      “Fuck, baby,” I mumbled as I opened my eyes to see her. I slackened my grip on her wrists, dropped my forehead onto hers and stared into her gorgeous dark brown eyes. “This feels fucking incredible … you feel amazing beneath me,” I muttered, still not trusting myself to move in case I came.

      “So full,” she whispered as she struggled to keep her eyes open. The lines of frustration that had been there before had instantly diminished the moment I entered her.

      “I love you, Sadie Hall,” I confessed as I searched her eyes to gauge her reaction. Tears welled in hers and she swallowed hard. For a few seconds I thought she would say it back, but she didn’t. She had never said those words aloud to me, and with each day that passed, I grew more desperate to hear them.

      Something in the adoring looks she gave me said that she loved me, I believed it in my bones. The way she clung tight to me told me this as well. I’d considered how hard it must be to give herself to someone after what she’d been through. Any negativity I had, quickly disappeared when the sensation of our connection grew, and the words mattered less as our feelings took over.

      “God, that feels good,” Sadie breathed out the words so quietly. I felt her breath in my mouth we were so close.

      “Right. It’s better than good,” I corrected. “I could do this all day,” I admitted, as I began to move in soft grinding circles inside her.

      “I’d let you,” she muttered back as a smile spread on her lips.

      “Fuck. Don’t tempt me by saying stuff like that. I’m going to be working, baby. You wouldn’t be able to walk, and I wouldn’t be available to carry you around.” I felt pressure in her core from her chuckle. “I love when you’re like this,” I said.

      “Like this?” she asked, sliding her wrists from my hands and reaching around to my ass.

      “Yeah, all submissive and trusting.”

      “I do trust you,” she agreed. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around us, you know?”

      For a second she looked perplexed. I pressed a kiss to her lips and pulled back to look at her. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I began to pick up my pace and Sadie followed my lead, then soon we became lost to all thoughts as our connection consumed me.

      “Deakon, yes. Like that. Fu … holy shit, yeah,” she praised as I felt her walls clamp down inside. Squeezing me tightly, her body began to quiver, as her gorgeous brown eyes went wide and rolled back in her head, as she fell over the edge.

      The sound of her high-pitched screams made me fall directly after her. “Fuck,” I groaned as my dick pulsed and my breathless, heavy body fell limply on top of her.

      Sadie panted heavily for a few breaths before she chuckled. Grabbing my hair, she tugged on it until I lifted my head to look at her. “You’re good at that,” she mumbled, smiling.

      “Better than good,” I argued, smiling back.

      “All right, better than good,” she agreed.

      “How good?” I probed playfully and tickled her armpits.

      She squealed. “Stop, stop. You’re … the best,” she forced out, laughing.

      I stopped tickling her, rolled off and lay beside her. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      “How not bad?” she queried as she turned onto her side to face me and propped her head on one hand. From her smile I knew she was still trying to be playful, but I didn’t miss the uncertainty in her voice.

      I searched her sweet face and pressed a kiss to her nose. “You’re bad enough for me not to want sex with anyone else again,” I disclosed.

      “So, it was good for you?” she clarified with a small frown between here brows.

      “Baby, nothing compares.”

      “You’re just saying that because—”

      “It’s true,” I finished, interjecting. “I’m saying nothing compares because it’s true. Don’t underestimate how great a connection is with someone you’re in love with,” I told her.

      “You really do love me, don’t you?” she asked in a question as she cupped my chin possessively in her hand.

      “To the moon, baby,” I confirmed.

      Sadie pressed her lips to mine, pulled back and studied my face for a bit. After a few moments she whispered, “I love you too, Deakon.”

      My heart almost exploded as I grinned in disbelief. I figured it had taken a lot of courage to tell me what I had already believed was in her heart.
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      “Jesus, can you wipe that toothy grin off your face. You’re starting to remind me of Jack Nicholson in The Shining movie,” Greg mumbled as I sat backstage at Dublin’s 3Arena.

      I glanced over at Korry who had been unusually quiet since he’d gotten on the plane back in Florida. “Come on, out with it? Something’s up,” I prompted when he cast his eyes in my direction and shrugged.

      “Nothing much, just texting with my sister, Zena.”

      Korry’s sister and brother were members of our support band, Peep Toe Shoes. We’d lined them up to open for us during our short European Tour. Korry’s reply was an attempt to divert our conversation, but I went with it and figured I’d address what had really crawled up his ass after the gig. No point in exacerbating whatever was on his mind.

      “Is Zena nervous?”  I asked. If she wasn’t, she should have been because it was the biggest gig of their lives so far. It had been decided the tour should start in Dublin as the venue was one of the smaller ones to help them settle in.

      “Yeah, but excited. She’s so grateful we gave them the chance, unlike my brother, who thinks everything should fall in his lap.”

      “Bet he doesn’t expect herpes to fall in his lap,” Greg muttered.

      “Very droll,” Korry remarked back, but he managed to crack a small smile.

      Greg chuckled. “Well, I thought it was funny,” he muttered as he pulled off a sock, sniffed it, and began examining his toenail.

      Korry’s nose wrinkled up in disgust. “Ew, put that the fuck away, dude.”

      “What? I think I might have an ingrown toenail.”

      “You’ll have a transplanted toe up your ass if you don’t get that sock back on,” Korry mumbled. “It’s bad enough that I have to live with the smell of your socks after you’ve been on stage without you shoving your feet in my face beforehand.”

      “No one asks you to sniff my socks, buddy. Anyway, my grannie always says smelly feet are a sign of good health and virility in a man. I sometimes wonder if that’s why my brother Tim became a priest.”

      “Well that only works if you can pull a chick with no sense of smell,” Korry shot back.

      “Wait, what?” Jude asked, staring at Greg.

      “Huh?” we all said at once, rewinding in our minds to the last thing Greg had said. He had our full attention for once.

      “What? What did I say?” he asked, shrugging.

      “Your brother’s a priest?”

      “Yeah. And?”

      “You never thought to mention this before?” Jude asked, looking round eyed and stunned.

      “It never came up in conversation until the comment my grannie said.”

      “Fuck, he’s lost me,” Korry muttered and began changing his T-shirt. Levi wandered into the room having only heard part of our banter. “Do I want to know about this conversation?” he asked me as he dumped his small leather bag down by the side of a couch and took a bottle of unopened peach tea from under his arm.

      “No. In fact, I wish I hadn’t heard most of it neither. Greg’s grannie has me scarred for life,” Korry mumbled.

      “What were you saying about your grannie, Greg? Is everything okay? Have you had a chance to visit your family while you’re here?”

      “You don’t want to know what wisdom his grannie shared with him,” Korry warned.

      “Ignore them, they’re all feckin’ jealous of me, for one reason or another,” Greg remarked playfully. “And yes, Levi, thanks for asking. My family were happy to have me home for a day. My grannie is grand, and she’s really excited about me being in the band. She’s going to be in the audience tonight along with my two brothers and sisters.”

      “She is?” we all chimed in at the same time.

      “Aye, of course. I mean my family are turning out en masse to support their Irish son. It’ll put my righteous brother in his place. He’ll be envious he can’t pull a crowd into his chapel like we can.”

      “Righteous brother?” Levi muttered, looking puzzled.

      “Greg’s brother is a priest,” Jude warned.

      Levi blinked and the silence diverted my thoughts to Sadie. This concert was her first time seeing us all play for an audience. “Sadie’s excited to see us live,” I blurted out to anyone who’d listen.

      “Oh, for a minute I thought we were leaving your love life with ‘Snippy Sadie’ alone for a while and concentrating on me,” Greg piped up.

      “Stop calling her that, and I’d rather talk about my Sadie than your feet, your grannie or your collared brother any day of the week,” I said with a grin.

      “Right guys, cells in the tub please,” Bernadette announced sweeping through the dressing room door and shaking her large Tupperware box at us. One by one we each took out our cells, but before I handed mine over, I fired off a quick text to Sadie.

      Me: I’ll be the cool dude with the lead guitar, wielding it on stage like it’s a penis extension. If you aren’t wet by the end of the first song, there’s something wrong with you. Can’t wait to get you under me later … or on top … your choice … don’t say I can’t allow you to make decisions. Love you, D. x

      “For God’s sake, Deakon, this isn’t the time to be writing essays,” Bernadette teased.

      “I was just making sure Sadie’s well lubricated for after the gig tonight.”

      Bernadette rolled her gaze to her hairline. “If you’re trying to get a rise out of me Deakon, it won’t work.”

      “Me? Now would I ever try to do that to you?” I asked innocently.

      “All the fucking time,” Jude and Levi said in sync.

      Everyone chuckled and Bernadette shook her head. “Enough, cells in the tub and no more wise cracks,” she admonished.

      “Don’t worry, there’s many more cracks we can be talking about that aren’t wise … like ass cracks and…Ow,” I squealed when she hit me across the bare arm with the plastic lid of the box.

      “Break a leg, guys. See you later,” she stated as she disappeared around the door.
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      My heart pumped at twice its usual speed as I sat in the dark auditorium waiting for the gig to start. During that split second before Screaming Shadows burst to life on the stage, adrenaline spiked my anticipation of seeing Deakon on stage.

      As a burst of sound rang out, my eyes honed in like heat-seeking missiles to Deakon’s shirtless body, strumming his guitar like a boss. I grinned widely as my tall drink of water strutted his sexy stuff from left to right across the stage and the audience went crazy in response. I wanted to pinch myself because it felt incredulous that he was my man.

      I had to remind myself that this was a performance, as Deakon engaged the females at the front and sent them wild with excitement. Each time he pointed his guitar fret in the girls’ direction, a new wave of screams ensued. I smirked when I realized his guitar was strategically placed over his groin and he suggestively strummed it with the aim of whipping the crowd into a frenzy.

      “Damn, Deakon’s on fire tonight,” Esther said, fanning herself. “Not quite as hot as my Jude,” she mused. “But smoking hot, nevertheless. I think the extra spring in his step is due to a certain lady sitting not too far from me.” Esther elbowed me and my heart did this funny little flip thing as I gave her a smug grin, and turned my focus to Deakon again.

      As I watched his energetic performance, I immediately understood why Deakon told Beth he had to work out. There was no doubt, he needed a high level of fitness and stamina to do his job properly. I was exhausted watching him … or maybe it was just that Deakon left me breathless once I saw him in all his glory.

      I’d heard Levi sing countless times at home as he wrote songs or performed alone in his studio for some demo tape or another, and I’d thought he sounded exceptional then. He gave me goosebumps every time, but seeing him up there, owning the stage the way he did, I believed he was in a class of his own.

      Song after song that the band performed brought something new to me about them, even Greg who got a rough deal from the guys, looked mesmerizing.

      Three songs from the end, Levi announced they were switching things up and he wanted someone else to sing. Deakon took his fancy electric guitar off and handed it to one of the crew, slipped the strap of an acoustic one over his head and sat on a stool someone brought.

      My heart lurched when I heard him play the intro bars to the song he had written at the cabin some months before. I swear it was as if the audience had been primed because the auditorium was lit by cell phone screens before Deakon had finished singing the second line.

      “You, okay?” Trinnie asked. I had to tear my eyes away to look at her, and when I did, she swiped at my cheeks with a tissue. It was then that I realized I was crying. “It’s an incredible song, isn’t it?” she asked, smiling. I was so choked I couldn’t reply. So, I simply nodded and cast my gaze back at the complex, seriously misunderstood man I’d fallen in love with. I began sobbing my heart out for the hurt he’d suffered that had culminated in the emotionally moving words of the song.
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      “There you are, baby, I thought you’d legged it and caught a bus home,” Deakon joked when Mikey led me into the Green Room where the boys were all getting drinks.

      “I … that …” I hitched my thumb in the direction of the arena where I had come from. For a moment, I struggled to find words to explain how amazing I thought he and the rest of the band had performed.

      A wave of emotion took over and I felt my throat close again. Swallowing hard did nothing until a small sob tore from my throat. “Hey,” he cooed softly, and led me to a quiet spot in the room. “Surely we weren’t that bad,” he teased with a small smile, as he dipped his knees to stand face-to-face with me and wiped away my tears.

      “God, you were … what the hell are you doing with me?” I blurted out. “Those girls, they all want to have your babies.”

      “I’m not ready for babies,” he insisted, smiling as he smoothed my hair down with both hands. “Maybe one day, and perhaps with a certain snarky housekeeper, if things work out between us. We’d make beautiful babies.”

      “Damn, you know all the right things to say,” I muttered, allowing myself a small smile.

      “Only because I have the right girl to say them to.” For a few moments it felt as if no one else existed as Deakon held my gaze with his, until Korry clapped him on the shoulder and broke the moment between us.

      “Put the poor girl down. We gotta go to work for fifteen minutes,” he informed Deakon as he nodded his head toward a door I hadn’t noticed before.

      “Fuck. Meet and greet. We’ll make it as short as we can. Go get something to eat.” Deakon nodded toward the buffet of food that had been laid out and pressed a small kiss to my cheek. “I’ll be quick.”

      “Yup, two-minute Deak we call him,” Korry joked.

      “Two minutes between rounds you mean,” Deakon shot back as he clapped his bandmate’s back, and they walked away. Esther and Trinnie had gone back to the hotel. Esther to check on the nanny they had hired and her baby, Honey. Trinnie went to facetime with Gabby as it was early evening in Jacksonville, back in the US, where Gabby was at boarding school. They both reassured me they’d be back. I figured that Trinnie would, but Esther had looked tired, and I felt she would likely opt for bed.

      Feeling like a spare wheel with all the boys out of the room I wandered over toward the door they had all gone through and took a peep at what they were doing. The room was teeming with girls, I counted maybe three guys, but it was predominately females crowding around them. Mikey, Bodhi and Raff were controlling the line of fans who were let through two or three at a time to meet the guys.

      My heart sank at how forward they all behaved, thrusting their busts against all the guys’ chests. Placing their hands strategically on the guys’ hips, poking Deakon’s abs. When I saw two of them become too handsy with Deakon I was about to intervene when Bodhi quickly bust up their interactions. I then realized that everything Deakon had tried to tell me that day we’d had that awful fight, had been tame in comparison to what I saw with my own eyes.

      I studied each bandmate and noticed their smiles were all faked. They were acting out of politeness, which was more than could be said for the bold-faced women who stood in line.

      Suddenly I felt pissed. These people had paid to hear Screaming Shadows’ music, they hadn’t bought the right to paw and manhandle them. I wandered into the room and immediately caught Mikey’s eye. He instantly frowned and I could tell he figured I was there to cause trouble.

      Before he could stop me, I wandered over to the line and stuck out my hand to the first girl in line.

      “Hi, I’m Levi Milligan’s housekeeper.” Her eyes brightened and she gave me a smile. “Oh, lucky girl,” she muttered, eyeing me up and down. “What’s he like?”

      “Like that,” I said sarcastically and nodded toward him.

      She chuckled. “Sorry, did you want something?”

      I nodded and eyed the other girls that stood waiting in line. “Yeah, I do. I’d prefer if you ladies showed my boss and his bandmates a little courtesy. I figure y’all are excited, but this is their place of work. I mean, us women are quick enough to shout out when we feel harassed in the workplace. These guys don’t get the same liberty to do that without being accused of something.” I turned and wandered back toward the door I’d entered by and looked over my shoulder again. “The management thanks you for your understanding … and hope you had a great night,” I added as an afterthought.

      I’d no sooner re-entered the entertainment space I’d been in before the Meet and Greet, when Deakon came rushing in after me. “Baby, you can’t do that,” he muttered, laughing with a wicked glint in his eyes.

      “I just did,” I shot back with a straight face.

      “You did. Fuck, you told them, and it was just this side of snarky to get away with it,” he grinned like he was proud.

      I laughed. “They deserved it and so did you guys. No one should need to put up with that shit because how you react might end up in the papers.”

      “That’s it. I’m sacking Mikey. You’re my personal protection in the future. You’re way scarier than he is.”

      I laughed. “I’m not usually this volatile,” I argued.

      Deakon gave me a look that asked, ‘are you kidding?’. “Of course, you’re not,” he eventually said, grinning.
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      Each day I spent with Sadie assured me that I’d found the perfect girl for me. So many rock stars’ girlfriends couldn’t hack the many distractions we had during our days, but Sadie appeared to take this part of my job in her stride.

      Thankfully, she was a pragmatic woman who didn’t demand all the comforts of home, elaborate meals and a three-hour window of pampering time before she went out in public. In fact, she was also highly adaptable to our sometimes-fluid change in arrangements due to fans, unforeseen schedule changes or interviews we’d had to attend. Then again, the years she’d spent at Levi’s by this time was great grounding for the unpredictability of life on the road.

      “Oh, my, God, Deakon, I’m nervous,” she confessed. The light in her eyes danced with excitement, when as VIPs, we skipped the tourist queue, aided by Mikey, and ushered into the rickety old elevator at the base of the Eiffel Tower. “We’re in Paris,” she gushed as if she was telling me something I didn’t known. I grinned as she bit her lip anxiously and stared out at the criss-cross ironwork disappearing beneath us as the elevator climbed the massive structure. “I can’t believe I’m here,” she mumbled almost shyly, “and I can hardly believe it was you who brought me.”

      I pulled out my phone, connected an earbud on Bluetooth and popped it in her ear. Selecting a song from my playlist she smiled wildly the moment she heard “Paris” by The Chainsmokers. I tugged her closer by the lapels of her warm, woolen coat and pressed a kiss to her lips. “I’ve been to this city half a dozen times now, but this is the only time I’ve wanted to take in the sights. It’s obvious that I was waiting to share all of this with you,” I said.

      As I’d been a bit of a hellraiser in my time, my confession should have sounded clichéd, cheesy and insincere, given we were climbing up the middle of the Eiffel Tower in Paris. It had sounded like none of those things because with Sadie I was just a man taking time out with his girl and speaking from the heart.

      “‘Ello, Deakon,” a pretty, dark-haired, French girl said. Mikey stepped forward but I held up my hand and signaled to let her approach. “Forgive me, but please could you sign …” She gestured with a tourist map of Paris and held out a pen. “My English is not very good,” she said, almost better than I could have said it myself.

      “Sure, sweetheart,” I said, letting go of Sadie for a moment and taking the map and pen from her mittened hand. “What’s your name?”

      “Sophie.”

      “Pretty name,” I mumbled as I quickly scribbled over the top of the map.

      ‘To a girl as pretty as the city itself. Nice to meet you in Paris’

      Deakon Brosley (Screaming Shadows.)

      I could hardly make out what was written over the printed, tourist’s street map, but Sophie looked delighted when I handed it back and clutched it to her chest. “Thank you … I love you,” she gushed and then glanced sideward, toward Sadie. “You’re a very lucky girl,” she mumbled good naturedly.

      Sadie flashed me a smile and turned back to the girl. “No, he’s the lucky one, he’s only half as infamous as I am, back home.”

      For a moment Sophie looked puzzled by Sadie’s reply, then gave Sadie a sudden look of recognition. “Oh, dear, I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you for a moment.” She turned the map over and found a fresh page, then held the pen and book out to my girl.

      “They are never going to believe I met you,” Sophie said, sounding and looking like she might pee with excitement.

      Sadie raised a brow, but otherwise she appeared deadpan as she took the map book from Sophie, scribbled flamboyantly over it and handed it back. Sophie inspected it and hugged it to her chest again. “Thank you for being so gracious, Lana.”

      As the girl excused herself and went to rejoin her group I chuckled and looked down at Sadie. “You fraud,” I teased. “That poor chick. Who did you pretend to be?”

      Sadie shrugged. “Lana Del Rey. I used to get mistaken for her all the time when she first started out.” I narrowed my eyes and realized she was right.

      “Damn, yeah. I knew you reminded me of someone. You look like an earlier version of her,” I said, wrapping my arms around her again and pulling her close.

      “No. She looks like me,” Sadie argued playfully, as she looked up at me grinning.

      “I love this side of you,” I disclosed and pecked her on the nose.

      “What side?” she asked, frowning.

      “This, new, ‘I can still be sassy Sadie’, but it’s not aimed at me anymore.”

      She laughed. “Sorry, I played that role so well sometimes. It’s too easy for me to slip back into that horrible version of myself.”

      “It’s okay. I understand. My heart hurts now that I realize what you went through,” I confessed, giving her a little squeeze again.

      “I’d do it all again if I knew it would lead me to you.” Her honest eyes searched mine and my heart swelled with her admission.

      “Fuck that’s romantic,” I said, smiling and pressed a kiss to her lips.

      “This is romantic. We’re in Paris and on the Eiffel Tower,” she mumbled over my lips.

      “True. I never classed myself as a romantic, but you know I wouldn’t ever have come up here if you weren’t with me.”

      “I can’t explain in words, what all of this means to me,” she mumbled. “Sharing these moments with you makes Paris a hundred times more magical than I ever dreamed it would be, as a child,” she muttered, and rested her cheek on my chest. I slid one hand from around her body and cradled her head. As I stared out at the lit streets of Paris shimmering below us in the dark, I figured in that moment, there was no place on earth I’d rather be, and no person I’d rather be with.

      For about fifteen minutes we wandered around mentally absorbing the views of Paris by night, taking selfies from the top of the tower, until Sadie began to shiver, and we headed back down to the street. “Where to now?” I asked as I uploaded a romantic image of the two of us with the backdrop of France’s famous capital city behind us to my social media accounts.

      “Le Louvre,” she said excitedly.

      “Great call. It’s a pity you didn’t get time to draw the Mona Lisa, baby. You could have fulfilled that childhood dream you told me about,” I said.

      Sadie gave me a philosophical look and shrugged her shoulders. “How can I be upset about that? I’m here … in Europe, with you. You have no idea how thankful I am for this. Besides, the Mona Lisa might have an enigmatic smile, but I’d rather look at yours any day of the week.”

      “Baby, you’ll be writing poetry next.” I grinned as I pulled my coat collar up and hid behind it to ensure I wasn’t recognized again. Mikey hailed us a passing taxicab and it stopped right in front of us. “Come on, get in. Let’s warm you up before we must deal with another line as tourists.”
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      “Aww it’s closed,” Sadie said, sounding desolate when she saw the line was non-existent. They were just closing the doors to new patrons when we arrived.

      “Best time to come. We don’t have time to wander around the whole museum, but Bernadette arranged with the head curator for us to visit the Mona Lisa. We wouldn’t stand a chance in the room where the painting is displayed during the height of the day. Apparently, even though the famous piece has a room to itself, it’s packed with tourist traffic all the time.”

      Sadie’s eyes darted left and right as we walked at a brisk pace down the corridors lined with priceless art. The vast number of artworks were lined along hallways with ornate domed glass ceilings and others with more ornate, priceless gold leaf, intricate artwork above us.

      Eventually we came to the room which in part felt underwhelming as the walls were bare after the riches of the sights we’d already seen. But, at the end of the room, center stage behind a highly polished barrier and in a security screen casing was The Mona Lisa. She was quite a small painting in comparison to many we’d passed, but the significance of the piece wasn’t lost on either of us because there was nothing else to distract us from it.

      “Oh, God,” Sadie whispered as she took a few steps closer, but then wouldn’t allow herself to go further.

      “Come on, it’s fine. We’re only going to walk to the barrier so you can study the painting better.”

      Tentatively, she did what I’d encouraged then stood for about five minutes without saying a word.

      “Take out your cell phone. Can you take a picture of me?” I asked, drawing Sadie out of her stupor. She blinked and smiled. “A picture?”

      “Yeah, take one of me then I’ll take one of you, and then we’ll do a quick selfie. I glanced at Mikey who was snapping pictures of the painting for himself. “Come on, we only have a few minutes then we’ll need to leave.”

      Sadie did as I asked and became a little impatient when we swapped places and I positioned her in profile to take one of her, then once we’d taken a final selfie, I grabbed her hand. “That’s it. We need to get out of here now. They have alarms and all kinds of funky shit protection systems to guard the artwork here.”

      “I know. I saw Mission Impossible and The Da Vinci Code too you know,” Sadie replied, making me laugh.
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      After an extremely late dinner in the hotel room, Sadie and I had a soak in the tub. When we’d dried off and got into bed, I suggested we share the pictures we’d taken on our phones from earlier that night.

      “You made my dream come true today,” she muttered as she checked out the images I’d taken of her, on my cell, in front of The Mona Lisa. “You were so right too. I should have done a painting and brought it with me. It never occurred to me there would be time to do something like that … well if I had, I couldn’t imagine you’d have been able to come with me.”

      “Being famous can be a huge pain in my ass most times, but occasionally it does have its perks.”

      “I’d say. I can’t believe we just did that. I mean me, in the Louvre like Ethan Hunt, after closing time.”

      I laughed. “You’re hilarious sometimes,” I replied. “Come on, let’s see the pictures you took of me.”

      Sadie grinned and opened the camera app on her cell phone. “Here,” she said not really paying attention to it.

      “What can you see?” I asked, prompting her to look again.

      It took her a few seconds before her eyes widened in recognition. “Wow, I never saw you holding anything when I took that picture,” she muttered as she stretched her fingers across the screen to zoom in closer. When her jaw dropped my heart skipped a beat and she fell silent as she studied the shot. “Oh, My. God, it’s me. You drew me?” I grinned and nodded. “Holy shit, Deakon, let me see it,” she insisted, dropping her cell phone to the mattress.

      Climbing off the bed, I strode over to my coat, reached into a long side pocket and pulled out a small, rolled up drawing I’d done of her. It was of Sadie, in profile, looking at the Mona Lisa from the barrier. It had taken me hours of research to get the angles just right for her profile and even longer to persuade her to put on her jeans, boots and coat she was wearing so her outfit would match my drawing.

      “How … what? I mean … the clothes … it looks like you drew me while I was there.”

      “You were there … in my head. You have no idea how hard this has been to keep it a secret from you.”

      “It’s incredible,” she mumbled, then looked up at me with tears in her eyes. “No one has ever gone to such lengths to make me happy …” she choked.

      “Then it was time,” I muttered, smiling. “Although if you’re going to burst into tears every time I do something nice, maybe I shouldn’t bother.”

      Sadie laughed through her tears.  “Deakon Brosley, I fought to stop myself falling for the badass version of you, but this nice guy version is killing me. I think I’m gonna need to invest in stocks in a tissue company.” She glanced down at the pencil drawing again and shook her head. “This is going on my wall at home, it’ll take the pride of place and it’ll be the first drawing on my wall in the pool house of me feeling truly happy.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, confused because the other drawings on her wall were erotic and dark, then it dawned on me, what I knew about her past and realized those images were self-expressional art and visual representation of the abuse she had suffered.

      For a long minute I stared at her, absorbing the words she had uttered, and a wave of emotion took hold within me. A lump grew in my throat because snarky words and her art were Sadie’s weapons to ward off potential evil. She was braver than I’d given her credit for because she’d managed her fears in the best way she’d known how.
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      For eight more European dates my life had been more amazing than I ever thought possible. Traveling with a significant other was a much more enriching experience, than having a series of meaningless one-night stands. Sadie’s general disposition, now she’d healed a little more, was sunnier than I could ever have imagined, and I was falling in love with her more every day.

      Apart from when my bandmates deserved it, Sadie rarely dished out any of her usual sassy comments, and everyone around us remarked at one time or another, that she was a pleasure to be around.

      “Come over here and read some of these comments, they’re funny,” I told Sadie as I lay on the bed scrolling through my Instagram account. It was evening and we’d just arrived in London for the last leg of our tour. Sadie finished taking some garments from a suitcase and hung them in the hotel room closet before she sat on the bed beside me.

      “That girl must have a magic vagina,” one girl remarked.

      “Bet she takes it up the ass,” commented another.

      “Is that what they think? That I’m a kinky, sex freak?” She stared with her jaw hanging, then her lip curled in a snarl I’d seen her make many times before.

      “Relax, baby,” I said, touching her cheek. “They’re going to think all sorts of ridiculous things because you’re with me. They already think I’m a freak.”

      “You are,” Sadie replied without a hint of humor in her tone.

      “Sure, I like sex, but if they think I’m swinging from hotel room chandeliers every night then they don’t know I’m human.”

      “But they …” she looked upset.

      “Who gives a fuck what they think anyway? You gotta be tough, baby. Thick skin is the best skin when dealing with fantasy. To them I’m some mythical creature … like those book boyfriends you keep reading about. They’re all over six feet with perfect bodies, dazzling, white, straight teeth, ripped muscles and sexy hair.”

      “You just described all the men in Screaming Shadows,” she argued as she folded her arms.

      I chuckled. “None of us are perfect. You know us,” I argued.

      “I do and you are,” she insisted. “How many followers are men to women? I mean what’s the ratio?”

      “I don’t know. Who gives a fuck? I’ve never looked at the insights on social media. This is a game, baby,” I said, gesturing to my cell phone to indicate the site I was on. “But it’s powerful. We can whip them into a frenzy with one comment. Watch this,” I instructed as I pulled her in and planted a kiss on her cheek. I held up my cell and took a selfie of us.

      Me and my girl. This one’s a keeper. She lights up my world. #gonnamakehermine I wrote. The moment I published my post the likes shot up by the thousands as did the comments. Three minutes in there were tens of thousands of comments. Some wishing me luck, some wanting to do less favorable things to Sadie. As soon as I saw those I frowned and closed out the social media app. “Well, it lets them know I’m taken for certain. I have no interest in any of them beyond my music.”

      “Great, now I’m a target,” Sadie muttered.

      “Nonsense. If they met you, they’d most likely be polite. Everyone’s brave behind a screen.” I climbed off the bed. “Come on, let’s get out of here for another hour. We’ll take a late-night tour of London,” I explained as I texted Mikey we were heading out again. “We won’t be able to do a walk about, but Mikey can arrange a car with a driver.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      During the guided car tour of London, I became conscious that Sadie appeared preoccupied. Several times as I tried to engage her in conversation, she gave me a minimal reply.

      “All right, what’s the matter?” I probed when I’d asked her a question for the second time and hadn’t received a response.

      “Huh?” she muttered as she dragged her dull eyes away from the views outside to meet my gaze.

      “What’s going on in here,” I asked, cupping her head in my hands.

      She shrugged. “It’s the fan thing,” she mumbled. “It feels overwhelming. I’m sure they hate me.”

      “And since when did you allow that to get to you? You thrived on us hating on you at Levi’s for years.”

      She gave me a rueful smile. “That’s the reaction I wanted—the one I expected. This … it’s different.”

      “Different—how?” I prompted.

      “I’m not in control of their hatred this time.”

      I mulled over what she said and shook my head. “Look, who gives a fuck about our fans? I’m their fantasy. You’re my reality.”

      “But they’d all love to be me. They’d kill to be your reality,” she insisted.

      “Jesus, they only think they’d want to be you. Most of them couldn’t handle me. And the ones that could are generally scary chicks who have balls bigger than mine.”

      She chuckled. “Balls?”

      “Not physically, they’re brazen and coarse. Nothing like you. Forget them, I’m yours.” I sighed. “I’m sorry I drew your attention to that shit on social media. If you’d prefer it, I won’t post anything about us anymore.”

      “No. I’m not going to start putting restrictions on the things you’d normally do. It’s just that sometimes … I guess I still don’t feel safe.”

      I pressed a kiss to her lips and drew back to look at her. “The last thing I want is you feeling unsafe. What can I do to reduce that?”

      “Nothing really. I understand what I think is all in my head, and I’ve hidden myself away for so long it’s become a little hard to believe no one is out to get me. I need to accept I can go where I want, when I want and be with who I want, even if that means being unpopular with your fans.”

      “Trust me. Look at Esther and Trinnie. They made the transition to being comfortable with Jude and Levi. One day, when you’re ready … I’m going to want you to be my wife. In time, when they see I’m not giving up on you, they’ll accept you, and Sadie, believe me … I’m never giving up on you.”

      A slow smile crept over her lips. “Say that again.”

      “One day when you’re ready I want you to be my wife.”

      “Not that part—the other one.”

      I pressed another long closed-lipped kiss to her and mumbled. “I’m never giving up on you, Sadie Hall.”
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      As I entered the dressing room, Levi tugged me by my jeans with a solemn look on his face. “Bernadette needs a word, buddy.”

      I frowned when I saw the dark look in his eyes. “What’s going on?”

      “Go talk to her,” he urged, tipping his chin toward the dressing room door.

      “What the fuck is it?”

      “Bernadette got a call—”

      As if she had heard him, Bernadette poked her head around the door and interrupted Levi. “There you are Deakon. Can I have a private word with you?”

      I sighed heavily. “Fuck, sure,” I said, holding my palms up.

      “Let’s go next door, the dressing room there is empty,” she advised.

      “Jesus what the fuck, Bernadette? These guys are my brothers, just say what you’ve got to say.”

      She glanced nervously toward the others, then shrugged. “Do you know someone called, Destiny Myles?”

      I snickered. “No. Is she a porn star? If not with a name like that she ought to be,” I joked, chuckling. Greg and Korry laughed with me, but Levi and Jude’s faces remained stoic. My smile fell. “Okay, no. Should I?”

      “According to her lawyer, she’s pregnant and she insists the baby is yours.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I scoffed. “How many times have we been through this? This is just another gold-digging bitch trying to score some money from me. I’ve never heard of her, and I don’t buy into this kind of shit.”

      “I think this one may be different to all the others, Deakon,” Bernadette mumbled.

      My heart began to thud hard at Bernadette’s insistence and I glanced nervously toward Jude, who had gotten a similar call once before. In his case it was his ex-girlfriend who’d had his son without telling him.

      “Different, how?” I asked, sounding less confident about my innocence.

      “She mentioned that hotel near Miami. You remember … that time where you used the app I installed on your cell phone, and I sent a car to pick you up? I checked out the date her lawyer sent to our legal team, and it’s the same.” She frowned. “You paid the hotel bill on your credit card, Deakon,” she admonished. “How many times have I told you that I need to deal with those hotel bills?”

      My heart began missing beats and my mind raced as I tried to recall anything about the night in question. “What night are we talking about?” I asked again, frowning.

      “The night you lost your shoes,” she prompted.

      “The night—my shoes?” I glanced at her, confused. “Jesus, how the hell do you know this, Bernadette?”

      “Because the pregnant girl has them.”

      “Fuck, she could have found those on the beach,” I said, suddenly remembering my wet jeans, and snickered at my stupid reply.

      “Come on, Deakon. How would she know they were your shoes, otherwise? I mean your mom didn’t stick labels in them, did she?” Bernadette challenged. “They’re your shoes … and I’m concerned. The dates tie up with the ultrasound scan report and images her lawyer has also produced.”

      I wracked my brain, and vaguely remembered being in a bar with Greg. After that nothing until I remember waking in a hotel room with the mother of all hangovers. Visual images of condoms strewn everywhere, a girl lying on her front on the floor and Greg curled up on the bed with his ass in the air flooded back.

      “Holy shit. I can’t remember a thing about fucking this girl. What the hell do I do? Damn, how the fuck do I tell Sadie?” A wave of nausea crept up from my gut.

      “I don’t know, but you do it soon. And you tell her the truth,” Levi demanded.

      I shot him a dark look. “Christ, how is this possible? I mean I always wear a condom,” I muttered. It shouldn’t have been news to me that one day I would be caught out by some girl or another. But I reminded myself that life was cruel and unfair so it stood to reason that the timing of something like this couldn’t have been more devastating. Another wave of nausea rose from my stomach to the back of my throat and it burned.

      “That morning when you came home without your shoes you said you remembered nothing. Hell, you didn’t even know where you’d been,” Korry mumbled, sympathetically.

      I suddenly wondered why I was taking the hit when Greg had been there with me. I eyed him, warily. “Greg? What do you know? Is this the same girl?”

      He shrugged. “I can’t remember what happened either. The last thing I recall was you lying on the bed and she was taking off your pants,” Greg said quietly. I could see he felt he’d dodged a bullet by the way he could barely look at me. “It’s bad luck, dude,” he added. “I’m not sure if it was that time or another one, but I have a vague memory of being so drunk I couldn’t get it up.”

      “Thanks for that contribution, Greg,” Bernadette said sarcastically.

      “Guess you’ll need to wait for a paternity test,” Levi muttered. “You were there, Greg, you’re in the frame for this too.”

      “But the girl’s lawyer insists it was Deakon she slept with. There was no mention about Greg,” Bernadette mumbled.

      “Can we get a test before the baby’s born?” I asked, but by then, I could hardly think straight.

      I promised Sadie there were no other kids on the scene. How ironic is this?

      “According to our legal team there’s a NIPP test that can be done. It’s a blood test that can pick up the fetal DNA in the mother’s blood. There’s also another one called CVA. But if this girl is out of her first trimester, I don’t know that they could do that. It’s riskier and takes a sample from a small section of her placenta.”

      “Fuck. Do it, any … both, if she’ll consent. What do you need from me?” I asked.

      “Just a swab from your cheek like you’ve done in the past,” Bernadette said matter-of-factly and maybe a blood sample.”

      The pressure that had formed inside my tight chest felt suffocating. “How the fuck do I perform tonight after this? And, what the fuck could I possibly say to Sadie that would make any of this okay?”

      “Dunno, dude,” Levi muttered as he gave me a sympathetic smirk. He hadn’t wanted me to be with Sadie in the first place, but he looked almost as shattered as me by the news. “You’ve got to tell her before she hears about it in conversation, plastered on social media, or someone messages you about it.”

      I’d played the field for years with the expectation that one day this scenario would play out for real, and had I been the father of any baby, I’d have taken responsibility without question. But this time fear ran through my veins at the prospect of being a father because it could change how Sadie felt about us.

      At my age, most guys had baggage, and I had more than most, but thankfully my dependents were out of choice. It had been such a turning point having Sadie in my life and she had made me want to be a better man. Greg was right, it was bad luck my past had caught up and bit me.

      Another strong wave of nausea caused by this shocking news rose from my stomach and curdled at the back of my throat. I ran out the back to the restroom and hurled into the toilet bowl. Straightening up, I turned and stared in the mirror. “Congratulations, dude. This is one monumental fuck up.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 61

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






SADIE

        

      

    

    
      Each night I had watched Deakon on stage, acting larger than life, giving his all to his fans, but tonight his lethargy and distracted performance looked off. A knot formed in my stomach as I saw him strum his guitar and barely move across the stage. He appeared to be going through the motions during the set even though the atmosphere from the crowd was electric.

      My eyes skimmed over the rest of the guys in the band and although Levi’s voice was butter-meltingly smooth as usual, Jude appeared more aggressive on his drums than usual. I hadn’t really focused on Korry or Greg’s performances before, so I couldn’t tell if they were acting differently.

      Did they all have a fight before going on stage?

      “Is it me, or is there something missing with their performance tonight?” I asked as I leaned sideways into Esther.

      She was pinching her bottom lip between her thumb and forefinger and I saw the same worried look in her eyes that I guessed was in mine. The knot in my stomach grew tighter as her hand fell away and she shook her head. “Something missing? Something’s up more like,” she stated flatly. “It’s a wonder Jude hasn’t bust those skins with the force he’s using to beat out those rhythms,” she mumbled.

      “Do you think they’ve all had a disagreement?” I asked.

      “If they have, it’s a huge one. I’ve never seen them take their feelings from their personal lives and let it roll over into their work like this before,” she informed me.

      We both turned back and watched the performance, which didn’t improve and took another forty excruciating minutes after I’d voiced my concerns before the concert ended. Despite our anxieties, the fans appeared delighted as the guys took their final bows.

      Esther nudged me before they’d left the stage. “Come on, let’s go find out what that was all about. Hopefully, they’ve spent enough energy between them that whatever happened beforehand, the gig has cooled them off.”

      We stood and began shuffling our way out of the fixed seating and as we reached the end of the row, Mikey appeared beside us. As Esther passed him, he placed a hand on my shoulder. “Deakon’s asked me to grab you and take you to the transport backstage. He’s going to meet you there.”

      “Jesus. What the hell happened tonight? Did he have a fight with someone? Fear churned in my gut as I watched the band on stage. That wasn’t the same Screaming Shadows I’ve been watching on every other occasion I’ve seen them perform.”

      Mikey shrugged and flashed me a sympathetic look. “I dunno, sweetheart. I just do as I’m told.”

      I wanted to call him a liar because Mikey was far more than a bodyguard to Deakon. All the guys in the security team were treated and acted like friends. But I accepted Mikey’s first loyalty was to the band, so I didn’t put him on the spot.

      Mikey led me toward the first of two Mercedes vans. I couldn’t see inside because of the tinted windows. But as the side door slid open and I climbed in, Deakon sat staring back at me with a desolate look on his face. He was in the window seat, and I sat on the one nearest the door. A sharp pain stabbed my heart when I saw the hurt in his eyes as his searched mine.

      “Oh, God, Deakon. What the hell happened?” I blurted out.

      “Can you give us five minutes to get somewhere private?” he asked while he pleaded with his eyes and nodded his head toward the driver in front of us. My eyes followed his and darted in the same direction and then to Mikey, who had slid into the front passenger seat.

      I nodded silently and noted Deakon didn’t move into the spare seat next to me, nor did he touch me like he usually did. The void of that space between us sent alarm bells ringing, and it told me that whatever had happened, had something to do with us.

      My chest tightened further the moment Deakon turned his head toward the window, like he couldn’t bear to look at me. He then leaned his head against it and stared out into the darkness. The vacant look in his eyes told me his mind was elsewhere and, in that moment, I felt him pulling away from me.

      A rush of adrenaline coursed through me, and panic began to set in. As this happened, the van stopped at a set of traffic lights, and my default survival instinct from my past told me to flee. I tried to rationalize the situation and found myself mentally restraining my hands from attempting to peel the van door open as my mind formed an exit plan.

      Once you have felt real fear it doesn’t distinguish between fearing for your life and hearing something you don’t want to face. In that instance, fear is fear, and when it follows a long period or trauma, it can a stir an extreme reaction. The moment that happens it, suppresses all rational thoughts.

      “Don’t.” My head turned and I saw Deakon watch me with wary eyes. His hand rested on the seat between us as if he had been about to reach out for me, but had stopped himself short of doing this. He stared at me with hurt in his eyes and ran his other hand through his hair. “Two minutes, baby.”

      Those two minutes felt like the longest since I’d sat in that truck driver’s cabin while Jesse Taylor wandered around outside searching for me.

      “I need to get out,” I said in a high-pitched voice laced with anxiety as I reached for the door handle.

      “Sadie, you’re okay,” Deakon and Mikey warned at the same time. My breaths came in short pants as my lungs fought for air, but I couldn’t get them to expand. “Breathe, baby,” Deakon muttered in a gentle tone as he grabbed my hand. His warm touch was enough to distract me, and I turned my head to look at him. My heart broke when he gave me a sad, apologetic smile. “That’s it, look at me,” he coaxed. “Now take a breath with me.” Inhaling deep into his lungs, I followed suit and did as he asked. This released some of the tension I felt, and I finally caught a breath.
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      I trudged through the hotel reception area in a trance-like state with Deakon on one side of me and Mikey on the other. It had been barely a minute since my panic attack, and I can’t imagine how I would have coped had they not been there.

      Mikey opened the hotel suite door with a keycard. Deakon and I stepped inside. “Let’s sit down, Sadie,” he instructed.

      I shook my head. “Tell me what happened,” I replied, ignoring him.

      Deakon let out a slow, defeated breath. “Please, Sadie. Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what? Tell me what happened after you left me tonight,” I demanded.

      “I will, but I want you to sit down first,” he countered as he ran his hand through his hair with one hand and gestured toward a couch with the other.

      “Jesus, Deakon, whatever it is, just spit it out,” I insisted.

      He threw his hands up in a helpless gesture and sat down heavily on an armchair. For a long moment he rubbed his hands together as he stared at them. I felt my frustration and anguish rise as I took in the pained expression on his face. Tension rolled off his body as I stood quietly with my heart pumping erratically, like each beat might be its last, and I silently willed him to speak. Then, as I decided I wasn’t quite ready to hear what he had to say, he looked up and sighed.

      “Before I say this, I want you to know I love you. It’s not something I say to many people, but I want you to know, I’ve never really fallen in love with anyone—not in the same way I fell in love with you.”

      Tears stung my eyes as I waited for the ‘but’ as my ribs appeared to close in around my lungs. It was the same crushing sensation I’d felt before in the car, and it began to squeeze my lungs.

      “Someone is claiming to be pregnant with my baby,” he confessed.

      A stab of electricity resonated throughout my body and my heart momentarily forgot to beat. I gasped as I caught my breath and fury instantly consumed me. “Of course, they are,” I blurted out. “Because people like us don’t get happily ever afters,” I snapped.

      “Baby, I love you,” he declared, appearing devastated at the damage this news would do to us. “I have no idea who this person is, and I have zero recall of the night she said I was with her.”

      “So, there’s a chance it might not be yours? She’s lying?” I asked, clutching onto a thread of hope.

      He shrugged. “She’s definitely pregnant. Her legal team informed the label’s legal team that the dating ultrasound scan and my credit card statement are evidence she was with me. The dates tie up, and get this … she has my shoes,” he mumbled, sheepishly. “The thing is, I don’t understand how she could be pregnant. I’ve never had sex without a condom.”

      “Condoms break,” I offered. Deakon winced at how bluntly I delivered that statement. “I mean, they’re not one hundred percent protection,” I amended. “How will you know for sure? When will you know?” I muttered.

      “There’s a couple of tests for DNA they can do,” he replied sounding defeated. “Fuck, this is insane. Of all the times …” he trailed off. Deakon swallowed roughly and looked broken. “I’m so sorry, Sadie,” he mumbled again.

      “What happens if the child is yours?” I probed. I couldn’t think straight but I was worried about what he would do.

      “I’ll support it, of course,” he replied without hesitation. “I’m not always the asshole the media portrays me to be. Not with something as serious as this. I know what it means to bring up a kid from being largely responsible for Lina. It’s not easy, and it’s not cheap either.”

      “What will you do?” he asked, glancing nervously toward me. “I mean, fuck … how can I expect you to just accept this?” He clasped both hands behind his head and stared helplessly toward me.

      “Me?” I queried, surprised that he would target me for answers. My heart was still pounding from the shock of the news, and I struggled as to digest the information.

      “Yeah,” he mumbled, quietly. “You don’t need this …” he trailed off again as he sat motionless and continued to stare intensely toward me.

      We fell quiet for a few moments while my mind shuffled my thoughts back and forth, and although my heart told me to tell Deakon I didn’t care—that I’d stay with him no matter what, I wasn’t sure I’d have been saying the truth, if I did. I wasn’t so sound in my mind from my past that I could take long term decisions without time to deliberate the consequences for myself.

      I drew in a measured breath and exhaled. “I wish I could say it didn’t matter.” The dark, hurt look in his eyes instantly wounded my soul. The pain from this tightened my lungs in my chest and made it harder to breathe again. “Committing to you was difficult enough, without trying to cope with the attention we’ll receive if the media hears you have some other girl pregnant. If that panic attack I had in the car is anything to go by, I don’t think I can handle the fallout from something like this right now.”

      “Fuck,” he muttered, defeatedly.
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      Levi: Are you, okay?

      When I saw the text from Levi, I wasn’t sure how the text conversation would go.

      Me: What do you want me to say?

      What did he want me to say? You were right, I should never have gotten involved? If that’s what he expected me to say, I couldn’t, because in the short time Deakon and I had been together, he had lit up my world. Since I’d been with him, the last few weeks had been the most alive I’d felt in years.

      Levi: I wanted to let you know I’m here for you. We’re a long way from home and I figure you might need someone to talk to.

      Me: Thanks, Levi. I know you care. Life’s a mess right now. I need time to think.

      Levi: Do you want me to send you home?

      Me: No. Even if I decide we can’t be together, I don’t want Deakon to face this alone.

      Levi: He’s never alone while he has us. The band and crew always look out for our own.

      Me: Good to know you’d still stick up for him.

      Levi: It’s no secret how pissed I was that he went after you. But I had my reasons. I also know how he used to be with women.

      Me: Maybe, but he isn’t that man anymore.

      Levi: It would seem not. But he’s faced this situation a few times before. I just don’t want you to get hurt.

      Me: If you don’t want to hurt me, then don’t hurt him. Be the brother you say you are. Make sure he knows he can rely on you.

      Instantly Levi rang my cell phone and I answered.

      “Of course, I’ve got his back,” he muttered, sounding indignant that I would think anything else of him. “Sweetheart, I’m a flawed man when it comes to protecting the women I love, and I’m not always going to get it right. But I’m a good person and I can be a bad enemy. If someone messes with something that I don’t think I can fix I will try to control it until I think I can. When I saw the shift in your progress, the last thing I wanted was for that to get disrupted. You’d come so far and although I love Deakon dearly, he hasn’t always been the man he appears to be now. If it helps, I’ll admit, you’re the best thing that could have happened to one another.”

      “Are you saying you accept he’s not the same guy that used to come around?” I suggested.

      “I accept people can change. But the Deak I know has plenty of baggage of his own. I know I’ve been harsh about him, and I regret hurting him by not giving him the benefit of the doubt like I should have.”

      “Perhaps you should make that clearer for him. He’s always so caring with me, but he calls me on my shit in the way someone should have done long ago. Maybe because he’s been willing to strike that balance when others haven’t, it makes me feel safe,” I disclosed.

      “I think I feared the potential damage he could do to you, to his and my friendship … and to the band. I suppose I was being selfish, but I was afraid I might need to pick up the pieces for everyone, if this thing didn’t pan out between you.”

      “And here we are,” I muttered, unsure that wasn’t where I’d landed myself after my declaration of not being able to cope with the news Deakon had received. “I’m so grateful for everything you have done for me, but it isn’t your job to solve everyone’s problems in their relationships, Levi.”

      “I know,” he muttered flatly. “Anyway, you sound rational, given the circumstances. Still, this news is a blow, and I’m not sure how you’re taking it. How do you feel?”

      “Numb. I need time to absorb this,” I admitted. “You might want to give Deakon a call like this. I think he needs to know he has your support.”

      “And what about you? What will you do?” Levi asked.

      “I’ll do what they taught me at the retreat. I’ll take care of myself first and hope the decision I make is the right one. I’m no good to anyone if I’m not able to make a reasonable decision … but I’m not turning my back on him either.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re doing the right thing, and if Deakon loves you like he says he does, he’ll give you the space to figure this out.”

      “He already has. We’re still in the same suite together right now, but he’s giving me space to think for myself, which is what I need to do.”

      “Good. I’ll give him a call now and see how he’s doing, then I’ll catch you later. Just remember, I’m here if you need me.”

      “I know,” I said softly. “I love you, Levi. Thanks for being here for us.”
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      My chest tightened the moment my cell phone rang, and I saw it was Levi. I had a silent debate with myself whether to answer, but figured it was a conversation we’d need to have at some point.

      “Hey,” he said. When he didn’t say anything else, it took the edge off my temper that had started to rise the moment I answered his call.

      “Hi,” I replied, and waited for him to speak.

      “How are you holding up?” I blew out a breath when his question wasn’t the rant I’d expected.

      I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me. “It is what it is.”

      “Any idea when you’ll find out if it’s yours?” he asked quietly.

      “The guy from legal rang me this morning and said they are doing the NIPP.”

      “That’s the blood test one, right?”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Did you give yours?”

      “My DNA you mean? No. I’ve got to go to a doc of their choice to have it registered by them as mine.”

      “Why?”

      “I suppose if I did it myself I could use anyone,” I reasoned.

      “Greg must need to do the same,” Levi muttered almost to himself.

      “Yeah, but from the way things look, if it’s between him or me, from what he says it’s mine.” Levi fell silent and it was as if an elephant had strode in the room. I knew he wanted to ask about Sadie, so I put him out of his misery.

      “Sadie’s taking time … if you wondered.”

      “I know. I spoke with her. She’s hurting for you.”

      “I thought you’d be glad about that,” I admitted as I rubbed at an ache in my chest.

      “Me? Jesus, Deak. So, I freaked out when I found out you were together. If you’re honest, you can’t blame me for that. I know I agreed it was none of my business, but, dude, it really is. You both mean the world to me. Trying to protect her from being hurt wasn’t only about you. I would likely have reacted the same had it been Jude, Korry, Greg or anyone else close to me. Don’t you get that I was in the middle of a situation I didn’t want to be in? She lives in my home, and I live with you on the road. If anything went wrong between you both, I would have been directly involved no matter what. It wasn’t a question of me taking her side either. She had nothing and no one, you had the rest of the band, your sister, Bodhi, Mikey, Raff and the rest of the team to turn to.”

      “So, I let you down?” I asked, feeling as if I had despite loving Sadie.

      “No, that’s on me. I should have listened better to what you were telling me because deep down I understood that you cared about Sadie more than any of the others.”

      “You can’t keep taking the weight of the world on your shoulders where women are concerned,” I advised.

      He snickered. “I know. But …”

      “Anyway,” I said when the pause in his sentence became too long. “Sadie’s here … in the other room. She’s not running yet, so that’s a good sign.”

      “What do you want to do?” he probed. The concern in his tone told me he wasn’t just being nosy, he really wanted to support me.

      “We’ve only got a couple more gigs and then we’re flying home. She’s agreed to hang in there until then, and hopefully we’ll get some news before we fly back.”

      “I’m here, Deakon. I know we’ve had our differences about Sadie, but I recognize love when I see it. Sorry about the shit I put you through, and I hope you can forgive me.”

      “Forgive you for what? Making sure my girl’s not being messed with? How can I be pissed at you for that? There’s nothing to forgive … but if you ever get married to Trinnie, you can make it up to me by choosing me as your lead groomsman.”

      Levi laughed. “Oh, I can see Jude’s face now that you’ve put that thought in my head,” he said, chuckling.

      “All right, go and take time out with Trinnie, and I’ll see you at the venue later.” I concluded the call, and although I felt devastated about my situation, having Levi’s support lightened my heavy heart just a little.
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      Greg and I made a quick, late afternoon trip to a doctor’s office on Harley Street, London where we had DNA samples taken. These were being transported directly back to the USA to be analyzed by an independent laboratory of both legal teams’ choice. Afterward, Greg and I headed to the nearest pub and downed almost a quart bottle of whiskey between us.

      “I need a miracle,” I muttered, slurring as I stared with one eye shut toward Greg.

      “As long as that miracle doesn’t involve me being that kid’s dad,” Greg countered as he tried to keep himself upright in the chair.

      “Fuck that would be a result,” I suggested. “Sorry, dude, but it would. I mean you don’t have any ties … and it would solve a huge problem for me.”

      “You really think she won’t stay with you, if this kid turns out to be yours?” I shook my head. “Damn, I thought Sadie was much stronger than that,” he mumbled, sounding disappointed. Reaching out he swiped for his glass and missed. Mikey moved it out of his reach.

      “See, I don’t think it’s about the kid. I think it’s about publicity,” I deduced. “You don’t know her like the rest of us do. She was pretty fucked for a long time, far more than than the first time you met her. Also, she’s lived alone these past few years, apart from when Levi’s at home, so I get that suddenly being the center of attention might be something she’d struggle with. I mean, it’s bad enough she’s dating me.”

      “Yeah, that’s a really bad thing,” Greg said in his obtusely sarcastic way.

      I snickered but refrained from picking him up on that. “I’d rather she was honest with me than she pretended she was okay with it and then found some excuse later.”

      Talking about Sadie made me miss her. I hadn’t seen her at all that day so far. Trinnie and Esther had taken her out for some retail therapy, to take her mind off what I’d had to do.

      Now it was late in the evening, and Greg and I had stayed out and were both stinking drunk. Mikey had escorted us to the doctor’s office and had led us into a drab little pub that no self-respecting Screaming Shadows fan would have been caught dead in. Afterward, he’d called for our transport, dragged us back to our rented tour bus and I vaguely remember him tucking me into my bed before I passed out.
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      The steady, rocking motion and the quiet hum of the bus engine, reminded me we were touring and heading for Glasgow. I peeled open my bleary eyes and tried to find my bearings in the darkened room. Stretching my arms wide I realized I was alone in the only double bed on the bus, and my heart sank. I lay missing Sadie and blinked into the darkness and I wondered if she was awake and if so, what she was thinking.

      She’d asked for time, and no matter how gutted that made me feel, I was determined to give it to her. I hadn’t called her once during the day. My life was a mess and I thought how selfish I'd been to chase Sadie without giving proper consideration what the impact of the baggage from my past and my face could have on someone with PTSD. I then figured, even though I’d thought I’d taken things slowly, perhaps they’d still been too fast. So, I decided, no matter what the outcome from the DNA, Sadie should take all the time she needed to make her decision about us.

      Needing to take a leak, I rolled over in bed, sat up and swung my legs to the floor. “Fuck Me,” I blurted out, when I’d banged all my toes on the stupid thin, partition wall inches from the bed itself. I immediately heard a ruckus and someone crashing heavily to the floor.

      “Jesus Christ,” Mikey muttered, before I heard him running toward me at the back of the bus. Bursting through the door, he scanned the room with a huge truncheon-like torch, until the stark light of it shone in my face. “What the fuck, Deakon. I thought you were being attacked.”

      I chuckled because he stood there with his pecker at half-mast and the purple, pathway, strip floor lighting glowed up his body from the bus floor. It made him look like a male performer in some sleezy strip joint and despite my low mood, I slumped on my side, laughing.

      “What the fuck, dude,” he shouted, clearly pissed at me laughing.

      “I … almost … broke my …” I cracked up between words and finally squeezed out, “… toes on the fucking wall,” I said weakly, gesturing toward the thin bus wall.

      “Damn, you almost gave me a heart attack, dude. We stopped about ten minutes ago for the drivers to catch some air and change over. I thought someone had snuck on the bus when I nipped in to get a pizza.”

      Still laughing, I shook my head. “Buddy, you’re killing me. Go put some boxers on at least. I can’t have a serious conversation with you when your dick is at that angle and is looking like one of those activated glow sticks with the way the floor lighting is reflecting on it.”

      Mikey stuck his hand over his junk and turned off the torch. “Fuck. You guys will be the death of me,” he mumbled as he banged the door shut and retreated up the aisle to bed.

      Still needing to pee, I rose to my feet and staggered my way out of my room to the toilet. I realized I wasn’t sober when I tried to stay in one spot and aim for the toilet bowl. After cracking my head twice, once on another partition wall and once on the small mirror, I turned and sat down on the toilet. “Holy shit, I’m drunk,” I muttered, as I relieved myself.

      Once I’d finished my business and washed my hands, all while sitting on the toilet, I stood and staggered my way back to bed. “Night,” I called out to Mikey.

      “For the love of Christ, button it,” he grumbled back.

      I was still smiling when I clambered, less than elegantly, back into bed and quickly passed out again.
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      “Deak … time to get up,” Mikey informed me, poking hard at my shoulder.

      I cracked an eye open and fumbled for the comforter that had fallen on the floor. “What? What time is it?”

      “Too late in the day to look at your scrawny ass,” he said, helping to straighten the comforter over me.

      “God, my mouth feels like I ate a mangy cat in the night.”

      Mikey chuckled. “You might well have done. Your hair looks like you’ve had a fight with one.”

      I glared at him as I yawned, then winced when I pulled a muscle in my neck. “Ow,” I mumbled, as I reached up to support it and counted the painful seconds until it relaxed again.

      “Want something to eat?” he asked.

      “Just coffee—an ocean of coffee,” I corrected. “Gonna need something substantial to get this tired ass moving today,” I informed him.

      “Oh, you’re tired?” he asked, sarcastically. “If you hadn’t woken everyone up in the night, you’d be as fresh as a daisy. Bernadette’s been on the bus twice already. You’ve all got an interview in a couple of hours.”

      As if she’d heard Mikey talking, our band PA reappeared. “Mikey, is he up yet?”

      “Yeah, I’m up. Only got my teeth to brush,” I lied, doing my best to sound awake.

      “Liar. After years of dealing with you I can tell the difference in your tone from when you’re upright to when you’re lying down. I’m coming back in ten minutes, and you’d better be dressed.”

      “Fuck, I swear she’s a witch,” I mumbled to Mikey. “Go set me up with some coffee while I grab a shower and I’ll be right out.” I began to get out of bed and stopped. “Did you wake Greg up yet?”

      “Dude was outside my window, smoking a joint and whistling some annoyingly upbeat, Irish tune just after 7:00 a.m. this morning.”

      “I thought it was just me that found him annoyingly cheerful no matter what,” I admitted as I swung my feet to the floor.

      “Nope. He’s as irritating as fuck,” Mikey muttered back. “Why do you think I make him rely on Raff so much?”

      I laughed. “All right shower it is. Prep me a huge pot of coffee. Something tells me, I’m going to need it today.”
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      The shower on the bus was less than invigorating and it reminded me of the shower in the trailer at home, so I did what I had to do and got to hell out of there. Back in my room, as I dried myself off, I saw a text light up the screen from Sadie. I darted over to it with a racing heart and wondered what she had to say. She had spent the day with Trinnie and Esther yesterday and stayed the night in Bernadette’s camper bus. Anticipation and anxiety went hand in hand as I opened the message app to read it.

      Sadie: Morning, I hope yesterday went okay. I think you’re quite busy, but can we find time to talk today?

      My heart sped up as a mixture of emotions swelled inside me from hope to anxiety and dread. Did she want to call time on us? I couldn’t blame her if she did. I prayed that wasn’t what she wanted to say. “Just Say Yes” by Snow Patrol played on the radio from somewhere on the bus and when I recognized the song I drew in a deep breath and sighed before I replied.

      Me: Got an interview today but I can message you when that is done. How are you doing, baby?”

      Sadie: Okay. I’ll wait for you on Levi’s bus.

      Me: If it’s all the same to you, we’d have more privacy talking here.

      Sadie: I get it. Message me when you’re free and I’ll come over.

      Me: Thanks for understanding. I’ll see you later. Love you.

      Sadie: I love you too.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of her message as I unwrapped the towel from around my ass and let it slide to the floor. Leaning over the bed, I grabbed a fresh pair of jeans from my travel bag and quickly pulled them on as I tried not to analyze our text interaction, figuring that all the guessing in the world wouldn’t change whatever she wanted to say.

      “Deakon are you ready?” Bernadette called out sounding impatient.

      After running my hands through my wet hair, I opened the door and padded down to the coach seating area.

      “There you are,” she began. “Don’t you ever wear shirts?” she asked as her eyes raked over my body.

      “No, I wore my skin especially for you,” I mumbled back deadpan.

      “Very droll,” she remarked dryly. “Now let’s go over the ‘do’s and don’ts’ of the interview today. I don’t think the news is out there about the pregnancy yet, but we should prepare for that just in case,” she began.

      “All right. Prime me. What do you want me to say?”

      “You casually smile, shrug and say, ‘I have no recollection of that night’, until we know what the outcome of the DNA test is.”
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      My self-exile from Deakon while emotionally devastating, was necessary to help me figure out the likely issues there would be for Deakon and me, if the girl was pregnant. There had already been times when I’d doubted whether I was resilient enough to cope with being the girlfriend of a rock star, and I’d also considered if I was enough for the man himself. At most other times, I began to think I’d already lost him.

      When Trinnie suggested a day out shopping, I’d initially gone along as a distraction, but the trip turned out to be so much more than a girls’ day out with them buying purses, outfits and drinking white wine spritzers.

      After we’d ordered lunch, I sat listening to them talk about life with their men, and it gave me some useful insight about what it meant to be a rock star’s girlfriend.

      “Gosh, this is the one part of breastfeeding I won’t miss,” she said, partly showing her hand expressor out of her oversized purse. “The breastmilk will go to waste too, since I’ve been drinking all afternoon,” Esther said as she excused herself to go to the bathroom because she was still lactating.

      We smiled as we watched Esther walk away before Trinnie continued. “Trust me when I tell you, I was petrified when things began to heat up between Levi and me,” she admitted. “You saw what I was like back then. I was newly divorced and my confidence in men was at rock bottom. You can’t imagine what I felt when I looked at myself in the mirror, and considered all those beautiful women Levi had been with in the past.”

      “I never knew you felt like that,” I said. “All I saw was a beautiful, confident woman who wasn’t going to allow Levi to stomp on her heart. Levi adores you and he loves that you keep him in line,” I replied.

      “He does, but I haven’t forgotten that at one time, Levi adored many women. I thought long and hard about getting involved with him, but in the end, my head couldn’t compete with what I felt in my heart. Levi was full of charm, witty and good God … so damn hot, but I felt petrified about getting into something with him. I’d read all about his open relationships and I couldn’t begin to tolerate someone that messed around with anyone else.”

      I nodded. “It’s hard enough to come back from the kind of traumatic experience I’ve had as well, then to try to date someone like it’s all very normal. But when I add the pressure of dating a man like Deakon, I struggle to believe I could ever be enough for him.”

      “Esther and I both felt the same. We’ve discussed this before. But let’s look at it another way. What if Deakon is worried that you’re going to need constant reassurance because he gets judged for his past? I mean, he could be concerned that the world he lives in won’t allow him to keep you.”

      “Huh? I don’t understand.”

      “The media are the biggest threat to their relationships. Our guys are surrounded by girls of all shapes and sizes, a few bolder than others that want to hook up. They’re sexy musicians that women hit on them all the time. But they are our sexy musicians. The media loves nothing more than to raise suspicion about the lives of two people who are pictured together. Deakon might worry you won’t be able to handle seeing something like that and believe there’s no smoke without fire. Most people would think he was bound to give into temptation. You need to know you can trust him. Our men can’t control what those girls or the media say. They can only control themselves.”

      “Right,” I mumbled.

      Trinnie eyed me carefully and shook her head. “Do you trust Deakon to be honest with you?”

      I considered how frank he was about his past, how he’d dealt with the news about the pregnancy, and even though he knew it would likely destabilize what we’d started together, he’d told me.

      “Yes,” I said firmly.

      “Then his fame, those girls and what the media says shouldn’t matter. No one knows what your life is like with the man behind the public figure except you.”

      Esther came back and Trinnie briefly caught her up on the conversation before I expressed my biggest concern. “What about the pregnant girl though?” I asked. “I mean, a baby? He might feel differently toward me if someone else gives birth to his child. He’d need to have some sort of relationship with her, if he wants shared custody.”

      “Okay. Consider it from Levi’s perspective,” Trinnie suggested. “I wasn’t exactly what you’d call rock star, girlfriend material either,” she said, using air quotes. “I had responsibilities that included, shared custody with my ex-husband for Gabrielle, a career I relied on to keep my daughter at her boarding school and a business I was trying to build. But—love is love. Jeez, you had a ringside seat to how Levi and I ended up where we are,” she reasoned.

      I nodded. “He’s vastly different with you than he was with Siranne and Keely,” I agreed.

      “And Deakon is besotted with you,” she said, firmly. “He was frantic when he found out you weren’t with Levi, and I’d never seen the guys in the band so torn as to who to support. I’ve only known Deakon a short time, but I saw how he was with you at the cabin. It blew me away how attentive he was toward you. I never would have imagined any woman affecting him like you do.”

      Esther smiled. “Right?” she mumbled, like it was surprising to her as well. “He’s a different guy now he’s with you. But I was thinking about the point you made when you consider this baby that may or may not be his. Jude had a child with his long-time ex-girlfriend. That was a relationship I had to get my head around. Can you imagine how jealous I felt, knowing he’d had fathered a child with another woman he’d lived with? Sheesh, the insecurities that brought about for me were quite frightening.”

      “Jude adores you,” both Trinnie and I said together.

      “He does, and that’s what you need to remember. These guys have done more than you and I could ever, or even dare to imagine,” she said, shuddering. “But they chose us because we’re not the same as they were used to. We need to believe our relationships will work—or they won’t. Why not? Because we’ll start becoming suspicious and hurl accusations, mistrust them if they miss sending a text or forget to call because they’re busy. If we make life so tough by a need for constant reassurance, it’ll make them anxious, and us controlling. Or—too many accusations can make them apathetic and might push them to find comfort elsewhere.”

      “Cheating isn’t unique to our guys’ occupations. Relationships need to be worked at by both partners or they fail,” Trinnie continued. “You don’t need to be a rock star to be unfaithful.”

      “Yeah. It’s my job to support Jude,” Esther interjected again. “Make the time we have together as stress free, quality time, and as fun as possible. The more respect I show Jude, the more he gives me in return. You’re worried about this potential pregnancy, yes? Don’t forget, our family is messy. Jude’s son lives with his mom in New York. Bailey’s mom, Mel and her partner, Kenny have another child, Maisie-Jo, Bailey’s a half-sibling and we have Honey, his other half-sibling. I love Jude no matter what the family dynamics, and part of that love is making things work.”

      “I think what Esther is saying is, in one way or another, we’re all in this together. We all have baggage, situations we can’t change, be that grief or trauma from our pasts, and we can’t allow that to control our lives going forward.”

      “Thanks, this was exactly the pep talk I needed,” I confessed.

      “You need to think seriously about what you want. But if you decide you want to be with Deakon, you should tell him this before he gets the results of that test,” Trinnie advised.
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DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      After a fun interview at Radio Clyde in Glasgow, we all had a buffet lunch and a chat with the radio station’s executives and production team. The banter between the band was as good as it had ever been, and this temporarily lightened my mood. It had proven to be a welcome distraction from my anxious wait to hear for the DNA results.

      By the time we left the radio station and headed back to the bus it was barely 5:00 p.m. Noon on the Eastern Seaboard where the DNA test was being screened. While I was checking the time on my cell phone, I saw another message from Sadie.

      Sadie: Text me when you’re back and I’ll come right over.

      I felt a crease form between my eyes because we’d already texted and had arranged to meet but for some reason this text appeared to feel more urgent.

      Me: Where is the fire? We’re heading back now. Should be back on the tour bus in around twenty minutes.

      As it happened it was fifteen minutes by the time we arrived, and as the transport van drew up, Sadie was already waiting, pacing back and forth by the bus door.

      “Can you guys head over to Levi’s?” I asked the rest of the band, Bernadette, Bodhi and Mikey.

      “Is everything okay?” Levi asked as his eyes searched my face.

      “Dunno,” I said, nodding my head in Sadie’s direction. “I guess I’m about to find out.” I eyed Sadie again through the window and watched her stare toward the van we were in biting a fingernail. As everyone began to file out, she wrapped her arms around herself.

      “Good luck, dude,” Korry mumbled, patting my back.

      “Thanks. It looks as if I might need it,” I muttered back.

      “You know where to find us if you need to talk,” Levi said as he held his fist up. I bumped it with mine and he turned to leave.

      Usually, I’d have been pushing past everyone to get to her but not today. Instead, I remained seated until all of the others had left. The dread in my heart made it feel heavy for the conversation ahead, and at the same time, the anticipation of waiting to hear her decision made me ready to have it over with. I continued to stare at her through the window until she began to walk toward me. Then, I got off to meet her.

      “You okay?” she asked, as her big brown eyes worriedly searched my face.

      “Yeah, I suppose,” I mumbled, because what else could I say?

      We walked toward the bus not touching, which felt strange. The compounds our buses always parked in were secure, and the doors were usually left unlocked.

      Opening the door, I gestured Sadie inside, grabbed us a couple of cans of soda from the fridge, and sat on the couch next to her.  I passed one to her, opened mine and took a long swallow of the ice-cold liquid.

      “You wanted to talk?” I asked as I set my can on a low table in front of us.

      She pinged the soda tab nervously with a fingernail but neglected to open it. “Yeah,” she mumbled.

      I watched her nod and swallow roughly, the sound audible and magnified by the quiet space. Her concerned eyes flitted up to meet mine and I could see the internal struggle she was having right there on her worried face. As she sighed and shrugged in resignation, my heart pounded in the expectation she was going to reject me.

      “I’m sorry.” she said flatly. My chest tightened at those two words and my heart sank to my stomach. I nodded, defeated and not ready to accept the choice she’d made. “I should never have let you manage this alone,” she continued. “It doesn’t matter to me if that girl is pregnant. It happened before we got together, and I can’t imagine my life without you now.”

      “Fuck, Sadie,” I muttered. The relief in my tone sounded desperate as I scooped her into my arms and hugged her tightly. “I’m so sorry, I put you through this,” I mumbled as I kissed her beautiful face over and over.

      She chuckled. “Stop it, I’m trying to have a serious talk with you.”

      “I don’t need to hear anymore, except that you aren’t giving up on me.”

      “I’m sorry I freaked out the way I did in the transport on the way back from the gig,” she said. “Once fear gripped me, I had no idea what to do with it. I tried to fight it, but I guessed what you had to say was something bad, and once I’d let that fact sink in and get a hold on me, it was game over.”

      I sighed and nodded in understanding. “We’ve known one another for years, but I get that this is all new to you. I also get there’ll be a long period of adjustment as we get used to being something else to one another. But I’ve never been more serious about anyone in my life. I can be patient if you love me. I mean it, take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Sadie smiled, turned into me and cupped my face with her hands. “I should have said I could handle being with you, if that girl is pregnant, the moment you told me. I guess I’m not the badass bitch you think I am.”

      “Oh, baby, you’re all that and more. The news I could be a potential dad would have scared off most girls before I could blink.”

      “Well, you can blink now because I’m here … and I’m staying. You should never have needed to ride this out by yourself.”

      “I didn’t. After we’d taken the test, Greg and I got wasted,” I said sheepishly. “The guys in the band have been great too … especially Levi.”

      “When will you hear?” she asked.

      “Sometime tonight, I guess. The lawyer said he’d call as soon as the result was in.”

      “Okay, meanwhile, we continue as normal until we know. You should get something to eat. There’s a concert to perform and I expect to see the guy I fell in love with up there on stage this time, not that imposter I saw playing the other night.”

      “Baby, no matter what, I feel energized just having you back.”

      “I want you to know you never lost me. I told you I just needed some time.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “I’ll remember that line in the future, if you feel you a need time out again.”

      Sadie smiled and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I love you, Deakon, and this thing with the pregnancy—we got this.”
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DEAKON

        

      

    

    
      It was agony handing my cell phone over to Bernadette before our set started that night. It was after 4:00 p.m. in Florida and 9:00 p.m. U.K. time. I’d spent most of the afternoon relentlessly and the silence from the US was killing me.

      “No word yet?” Korry asked as he dumped his cell into the Tupperware box Bernadette held in her hands.

      “Nothing,” I grumbled miserably.

      “Channel that frustration and pour it out in the set,” Levi instructed.

      Jude wandered over and wrapped his huge arms around me. “We’re all here for you, brother. If you feel yourself drifting at any time during the show, give me the nod and I’ll cover you with a percussion instrumental.”

      I smiled weakly. “I’ll be fine. But at this point, I would prefer to know either way.”

      I glanced at Greg who behaved like he didn’t have a care in the world, and I guess it confirmed to me that he knew he hadn’t been anywhere near the girl who had accused me.

      “Screaming Shadows.”

      Levi bumped shoulders with me. “Come on, we’re up. You missed the intro,” he prompted with a hand on my back as he guided me into the view of the audience. A loud roar of appreciation almost lifted the roof when the crowd caught sight of us.

      Striding over in front of Jude’s drum kit, I grabbed my guitar from the stand and strapped it over my shoulder. The moment I began to play, I resigned myself that there was nothing I could do about the result one way or another and let myself get lost in the music.

      The rest of the band gave a high-energy performance which kind of dragged me into the vibe. To the crowd of fans watching us, I doubted they saw anything in the performance that was adrift.

      “I’m not singing Forever Sixteen”,” I told Levi about three numbers out from that one in the set order.

      He nodded. “We’ll sing a cover, “Dancing On My Own”, the Callum Scott one I warm up to.” Levi wandered over to Jude and told him, while I warned Greg and Korry.

      Apart from the set change, the rest of the concert went well, and I couldn’t get through the encore quick enough to get back to my cell.
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      “Where the fuck is she? That woman is never around when you want her,” I cussed, about Bernadette. She was usually stage right whenever we finished a gig. Tonight, she was nowhere to be seen. I strode down to the dressing room with the rest of the band much further behind me and found her sitting on the couch with Sadie, waiting for me.

      “I thought we might have a few minutes in private while you check your cell phone,” Sadie said, holding my cell phone in her hand. Bernadette stood. “Don’t be too long, the rest of the guys need to get changed,” she warned.

      I noted the other guys hadn’t entered the room, and as soon as our PA left, I began to power up my cell phone.

      “Yes!” I heard Greg shout in the corridor outside, and I instantly suspected he’d switched on his phone, and had found out he wasn’t the father.

      I glanced worriedly toward Sadie who gave me a soft smile. “It’ll be whatever it is,” she mumbled. She nodded at the device in my hand and flashed me an encouraging look.

      “Fuck, they called. It’s a voicemail,” I grumbled as I hit the call button to listen to the message.

      “DNA result is in. I won’t bore you with the details, except to say, congratulations, you’re not the father,” the lawyer said.

      For a moment my brain was stuck on the congratulations part of that message until the rest sank in and I realized what the whole message meant. Sadie’s eyes searched my face. “It’s not mine.” I grinned as a wave of relief overwhelmed me and I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes. I wasn’t one to cry, but tears of shame flowed behind them for the anguish I’d put Sadie through. “Fuck. I can’t believe it,” I muttered.

      “You’re okay, Deakon. It’s okay,” Sadie reassured, hugging me.
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      “If I ever clap eyes on that girl again, I’ll punch her teeth so far down her throat she’ll be spitting them out of her arse for making me sweat like that,” Greg mumbled as he sat wasted in the Green Room after the gig.

      “Dude, we need to accept we were as loose as she was. I’m relieved, but at the same time curious that the date for her scan was the same day as our night in the hotel and neither of us are the father.”

      “Oh, I asked that bigwig lawyer about that in a text message. The dude at the laboratory said she must have slept with someone else within that twenty-four-hour period,” Greg informed me.

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered, still riding high with relief. “All I want to do now, is finish this tour and make it up to Sadie.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Greg asked.

      “I think I’m going to plan a trip with her … take her off grid where it’s just the two of us and we can spend some quality time. Since we got together, it’s been stress and hassle of one kind or another. We need to go off the beaten track without the pressure of other people breathing down our necks. Then, we can begin to figure out what’s next for us.”
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      “I need a word,” Levi said in my ear as he gestured toward the Green Room door.

      My chest tightened because the last thing I needed was another one-on-one with my protective bandmate. Nevertheless, I stood and followed behind him until we found ourselves in a quiet corridor.

      “I’m so pleased for you and Sadie,” he said, smiling. “I know I’ve behaved irrationally and shitty toward you through all of this, when you figured it was none of my business,” he conceded.

      “It’s behind us, Levi. We’re looking forward now. Sadie had decided she wanted to be with me before the result was known. I’m so fucking relieved about that because, if she hadn’t made her mind up at that point, I’d have wondered if she was only with me because the result was negative.”

      “Nah, she loves you. Even I can admit that she’s a better person for going through this. It’s made her realize what she wants. She’s excited about her future now. We had a talk this morning, and I heard in her voice how concerned she was that I’d treated you unfairly. In fact, I’m surprised you still want to talk to me since I behaved so neurotically toward you.”

      “You believed you were doing right by her. I got that. I know how that need feels. I’ve felt it for most of my life with Evangelina. Keeping her safe from a guy I know would wreck her life is exhausting. I guess in your eyes I was my stepbrother … a predatory influence that could cause more harm than good.”

      “Shit that makes me feel even worse, but I suppose there was some of that, but this has taught me how wrong I was about you,” he sighed. “It was hard for me, loving two people, and having to choose one of you.”

      “I forgive you, dude. You went for the weakest of us, and that’s your saving grace. I can’t punish you for doing what you felt was right in that situation. Hell, if it had been you with Lina, I might have reacted the same.”

      “Jesus, she’s a pretty girl,” Levi mumbled to fuck with me, and winked.

      “And you can knock that the fuck off, or I’ll be telling Trinnie.”

      Levi laughed, tilted his head to the side and regarded me warmly. He held out his hand and offered me his fist. I bumped it but before I could pull my hand away, he grabbed hold of it and tugged me in for a hug. “For the record, it hurt my heart ragging on you. Let’s not ever go there again.”
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DEAKON -THREE DAYS AFTER THE END OF THE TOUR.

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe this is my life,” Sadie gushed excitedly, as she was ushered off the small private plane and into a topless dune buggy for the short trip to the road. The vibrant colors of the vegetation in Bali felt like full technicolor on steroids compared to the downtown areas we’d visited on our travels during the European tour.

      “Believe it, baby,” I reassured her.

      “You’re full of surprises, Deakon Brosley.”

      “Why?”

      “A health retreat?” she asked. Her eyes were as wide when she said it as they were when I’d broken the news about taking her there. “I’d never have pegged you as someone who wanted to detox and transform yourself.”

      “I know it doesn’t jive with the image everyone has of me, but to be honest, I’ve been dying to do something like this for a long time now. Stress from when I was a kid … and from being in the band—the pressures of being famous … you,” I joked and chuckled when she pouted. “I mean, what you went through, worrying about you … the shit between me and Levi and worrying about my sister—each incident compounds over time. At first the stress rolls off in a day or two, but eventually it begins to affect how you eat, sleep, and how you process things,” I admitted.

      Sadie nodded. “Yeah. It’s a pity I stupidly believed in Jesse. I imagine my life would have been quite stress free, if it hadn’t been for what he put me through. Looking back now, at how I behaved toward you guys fills me with shame. Y’all wanted the best for me and there I was, strutting around a man’s home who had been kindness itself to me, treating his guests like shit.”

      I placed a finger against her lips to silence her. “Well … when you put it like that,” I teased, removed my finger and replaced it with my lips. I stared intensely into her eyes. “Baby, you did what you felt you had to do. Yeah, it was fucked up behavior. But us guys aren’t stupid. We knew something dreadful had happened to you. If I hadn’t recognized you were traumatized, I’d have called you out on day one.”

      I squeezed her hand, tilted my face to the sky and closed my eyes. The sunshine seared into my skin as the dune buggy finally bumped its way onto the road and stopped. We transferred onto an air-conditioned minibus and the relief from the heat was instant.

      “Oh, God, this is luxury,” Sadie declared as we sat down and felt the cool air circulate around us. She looked fucking adorably flushed and I couldn’t stop myself from leaning forward and kissing her softly on the lips. She smiled when we broke out of it, shook her head and stared lovingly into my eyes. “Let me say this aloud. Deakon Brosley is taking me to a Transformation Retreat for a whole month.”

      “Don’t look so pleased about it. The food will be basic, and the company limited to a handful of people all trying to find themselves. Oh, and I bet there’s that one person who can do yoga better than anyone else. Have you ever done yoga?” She shook her head. “It’s amazing and it releases gases from your ass you never knew you had.”

      Sadie’s eyes flared as her mouth opened in horror by my declaration. “Are you serious?”

      “About the food?” I asked, teasing her when her jaw dropped, and she continued to stare at me, perplexed about my gas comment.

      “No. Now I’m scared to take part in the yoga classes.”

      I laughed. “Nonsense, I bet everyone let’s at least one rip as they start stretching. Just make sure, if it’s an outdoor class, that you check which way the wind is blowing.”

      Sadie grimaced and I took a moment to take in how her eyes shone despite her disgusted facial expression.

      “What?” she asked as her smile fell.

      “I was only thinking how beautiful you are.”

      My comment caught her off guard and her face turned pink. Glancing away from me she rummaged in her huge purse and pulled the retreat brochure from it, like she had suddenly needed a distraction from me. I curled my arm around her shoulders, brought her closer and kissed her atop her head.

      “There are excursions to museums, art galleries and there’s even some literary appreciation classes if we want to enroll on those, as part of the mindfulness classes they offer,” she informed me. “Then, there are holistic therapies like reiki, acupuncture, aromatherapy and reflexology. Oh, oh … and Tai chi,” she added excitedly.

      “Is that the one where everyone waves their arms around slowly and they place themselves into funny positions like they’re acting in a slow-motion kung fu movie?” I asked, grinning. I grabbed the brochure, “Does it mention Tantric Sex classes anywhere in this booklet?” I teased.

      Sadie’s eyes shifted from me to the driver, back to me and shook her head. “Jesus, Deakon, you’re such a heathen.”

      “Don’t let them hear you say that where we’re going, it’s a Buddhist retreat.” I winked.

      “If you ever break your arm so badly that you can’t play your guitar again, please don’t try stand-up comedy. You’d get pelted with rotten eggs and tomatoes.”

      “Stop it. Now I’m hungry, and I bet its only three types of grass for dinner.”

      Sadie grinned. “Just think how much leaner, cleansed and centered we’re going to feel at the end of the month.”

      “Fart and pants free as well, if they pack us full of roughage and don’t feed us much. I should have packed a sandwich or smaller pants. I lose weight so easily,” I mused. “I bet I walk out of this place looking like a throwback from the Back Street Boys days with my pants hanging off my ass. I began singing “As Long as You Love Me” by that band and she shook her head again.

      “Sometimes you’re too much,” she muttered, smiling.

      I pondered her comment as I stared at her and tilted my head from side to side like I was deliberating that comment. “I’ve heard that said about me before … or was it too big?” Sadie’s jaw dropped and she stole a glance toward the driver again. “What? What did I say? If you’re thinking something naughty, it’s because your mind went to the gutter. That’s on you, baby,” I teased.

      The minibus pulled up in front of a modern building that was nothing like I had imagined it would be. Within minutes of checking in we’d been taken to a first-floor room overlooking the ocean. The suite was sparsely furnished compared to the opulence I was used to in hotel suites, but it had a couch and a king-sized bed. The way I saw it, as long as Sadie and I had one another we had what we needed.

      “I’m exhausted,” I confessed. “What say we grab a shower and sneak into bed?”

      “Sounds perfect,” Sadie purred as she stepped in close and wrapped her hands around my waist.

      “This is nice,” I told her. “But we need to take our clothes off first.”

      “Did someone inject you with bad jokes before we left home, or did you do some home study?” she countered.

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what happened, and the only way to stop them coming is to make me come in another way. As in, I may need plenty of sex—like multiple times a day.”

      “Really, Deakon? And here was I hoping I’d walk out of here in a month by myself, not to need assistance.”

      I chuckled. “There’s an ass for that,” I joked, laughing. “Get it, not an app, an ass … you know, like a donkey,” I added, when she still looked confused.

      “You might need to get one of those for yourself if you keep cracking those lame jokes because if they continue, I’m in danger of kicking the one attached to your legs so hard, you may need a new one.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 69

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






SADIE

        

      

    

    
      For three and a half weeks, Deakon and I indulged in the simplicity of learning about ourselves. Inside my mind felt clear and free from the threads of doubt that bound me into believing I was to blame for what had happened to me.

      Out of all my self-searching, the old saying, bad things happen to good people rang true. I settled on this mantra for what happened to me. Through meditation and soul-searching, I concluded that I was a good person with a strong moral compass, and Deakon showed the same traits after he’d sorted through the trauma from his past as well.

      Outwardly, I was a good ten pounds lighter or leaner, and I’d also learned, not only did you fart in yoga you also broke wind in Tai Chi … and this affliction wasn’t unique to me, neither. Mortifying as it was, after a week of ‘letting one go’ during various positions, it became a normal part of the warmup. So although after the first few days, everyone still snickered at the particularly loud or extended ones, there wasn’t the same outbursts of laughter as there had been in the beginning.
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      “I want to mark you here,” Deakon mumbled as he trailed his index finger along my ribcage along my bra line.

      “Huh?” I muttered still half asleep from the afternoon nap we’d taken following the slow, lazy, sex we’d had.

      “Will you let me tattoo you here?” he asked, glancing up at me with a pleading look in his eyes.

      “Like one of your tattoos, you mean? One of those big tribal—”

      “No, I only want to write one word,” he interrupted.

      I shrugged. “Depends on what do you want to write?” I replied.

      “Mine,” he said, quietly as his brown eyes bored into mine.

      I swallowed hard as a lump grew in my throat and my heart began to race. I shrugged, nonchalantly because I hardly dared to show how much that one word he’d chosen out of all the words in the dictionary affected me. “I suppose. Then, it wouldn’t matter if we weren’t together. I mean, it’s not as if you’re asking to tattoo your name on me.”

      “What the fuck, Sadie,” he said, instantly taking offence. I immediately wanted to take my comment back, knowing I’d let my insecurity get the better of me. He shifted his naked body from between my legs, kneeled in front of me and back on his calves. “If you still have doubts about me, let’s hear them.”

      “I don’t,” I admitted. Not after I’d seen his reaction.

      Any remaining niggles that I’d had about him vanished. That wasn’t what concerned me, it was the persistent lack of confidence I had about what it took to keep him.

      “Then what?” he pressed.

      “What if you feel you made a mistake as time goes on? What if you begin to have doubts?”

      “This is not a mistake, Sadie,” he said sternly as he wagged his finger between us. “If I can’t have you, I don’t want anyone else.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I insisted in disbelief at his guarantee.

      “Because … and I’m sorry if this doesn’t sound romantic, not palatable or whatever, but I’ve had copious amounts of what I don’t want, to know this is it for me.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and I blinked them away, immediately accepting his reasoning. “Then yes, you can put the word ‘mine’ there—and mark me as yours.”

      Deakon drew in a deep breath, crawled over and settled down beside me on his side. “Would you marry me?”

      “Not on a whim or to prove a point, Deakon,” I shot back annoyed he would put me on the spot about something so profound.

      “I’m not asking right now. This isn’t a proposal; I’m asking if you’ll think about it. I’d never propose something so serious in a bed.”

      “Then what?” I asked confused.

      He rose onto his elbow and stared into my eyes. “You took a chance once on me and here we are,” he said choosing his words carefully. “Would you be likely to take another?”

      “Sounds like a proposal to me,” I replied as my pulse raced excitedly.

      “It’s not a proposal, it’s a question,” he insisted as his gaze dropped to my neck, and he fingered my rapid pulse there.

      “Would you marry me?” I asked, returning the question while adrenaline flooded my body.

      “Yes. As soon as you wanted,” he replied without hesitation.

      I fell silent, but my heart was somersaulting inside my ribcage, and I felt slightly dizzy. “Then yes, I would take another chance on you,” I admitted.

      “Next time I ask you, it won’t be a test—just so you know … and don’t get all pissy and threaten to kick my ass or anything when I do. That would be a buzzkill,” he mumbled, and rolled back on top of me. “Never had a girl without a condom before,” he muttered.

      “And you’re still not this time either. If that large box over there is empty, I suggest you go to the next origami class and make one or bribe that little guy on the front desk again to go down on his moped and get some.”

      “Fuck, baby, you’re a badass, origami condoms? Would they be Crane flavored condoms?” he chuckled. “Somehow I don’t think they’ll catch on.”
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      “Come on, I’ve got a surprise for you,” Deakon said, smiling.

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “Jesus, Sadie, will you just gush your excitement and let me tug you along?”

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, like I meant it, but flashed him a sarcastic smile. “Oh. My. What can it be?” I said, revising my initial reply.

      He grinned. “That’s better. Close your eyes and follow me.”

      “Are you trying to break my neck?” I asked as I stood at the top of a flight of stairs.

      He laughed again. “Jesus, you know what I mean. I got you,” he insisted.

      I did as he asked and he led me down to the beach. I felt the fine sand between my toes, and I already knew it was dark outside.

      “Okay, open your eyes. Dinner on the beach,” he announced, gesturing at a flower-laden gazebo and a fancily set table with two chairs. Candles burned at the center, and I turned and stared at him.

      “This isn’t the proposal, is it?” I teased.

      “Nah, I’d be a cheapskate if I tried to kill two birds with one stone. It would be like giving you a gift that was for your birthday and Christmas all rolled into one. Besides you aren’t ready,” Deakon remarked, pulling my chair out, jiggling it closer to the table in the sand, after I’d sat down.

      “I’m not ready?” I asked curiously.

      “No, and it wouldn’t be a surprise now if it was because you’re half-expecting it now.”

      “No, I’m not,” I mumbled.

      “Liar,” he grinned.

      He sat across from me in his usual shirtless pose and poured us both some water. “Pretend this is wine,” he muttered. “I mean it’s been fabulous here, but I’m all watered out and craving some hardcore alcohol and … a fat joint, chocolate and a burger” he added.

      I chuckled. “You spent a fortune to be here.”

      “And it was lovely while it lasted. Now, if I can take you with me, I wanna go home and get shit-face wasted. I reckon my liver is as good as it’s gonna get. It must be shiny by now,” he mused.

      I laughed. “I love you, Deakon Brosley.”

      “Me you too, to the moon and back, baby,” he said implying he felt the same as he placed his hand over his heart.

      “Can I ask you something?” I asked seriously as I stared into his eyes. Our gaze grew intense in the few moments before he answered me.

      “Anything,” he mumbled, lifting my hand and clasping our fingers together.

      “Will you marry me?”

      “I said I would,” he said, smiling.

      “No, Deakon. Listen. Will you marry me?”

      “Anytime,” he replied.

      “Jeez, Louise. Stop. I’m asking you. Will you marry me?”

      “Of course,” he said, grinning. “When were you thinking of?”

      “Don’t mess with me,” I said, frowning.

      “I’m not. You asked me a question and I’m answering you. If it’s a proposal, then yes, baby, nothing would make me happier than you being my wife. But … on one condition,” he said.

      I frowned and my heartbeat stalled in my chest. “What?”

      “We’re not living in Levi’s pool house.”

      I must have frowned at the thought of leaving Levi and giving up my independence completely, because Deakon circled my face with the fork he’d picked up. “See, right there, Sadie,” he pointed out. “I believe you love me, but I also know how you think now, and I recognize you’re not quite ready for any proposal of marriage.”

      A slow smile spread on his lips. “Take that frown off your face. It’s going to happen one day. And, when it does, I’m going to make sure you have no reason to doubt me.”
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      Sadie lay on the couch, on the small private jet taking us the short hop from JFK in New York to Miami, on the final leg of our journey home from Bali. It had been a long-assed flight and as soon as we were in the air, and the seatbelt sign had gone off, she had eyed the leather couch like it was a long-lost lover and flung herself belly down on it.

      “Oh, God, you have no clue how incredible this feels,” she ground out squirming in exaggerated ecstasy, like a seasoned masseur was kneading a tension knot in her back.

      “Don’t make me jealous,” I said, standing. Wandering over to her, I pulled her up on her feet while she protested, lay down myself, then pulled her down on top of me.

      She wriggled to get comfortable again and nuzzled her face between my neck and my chin. “Although, this works too,” she mumbled, and sighed sleepily.

      I lay cradling the back of her head in my hand, her warm body deliciously flush and heavy on mine, and sighed. “Damn, life only gets better,” I mumbled quietly. Sadie lifted her head and pressed a small kiss to my chin before she settled back down again.

      “Don’t I know it,” she mumbled. I smiled and ran my free hand up and down her back.

      Both of us must have crashed, as I woke to the flight attendant advising me we only had ten minutes until we landed. Eyeing Sadie, I noted she hadn’t moved and was still flat out. “Baby, we’re almost home … well, Miami at least. Come on, you need to sit up and put your seatbelt on, we’ll be landing in a minute.

      “Too sleepy,” she muttered pathetically, still half asleep.

      “Just think, in less than twenty minutes after we land you’ll be in that huge comfortable bed at the band penthouse … unless you want Mikey to drive us back to The Keys?”

      “No,” she said quickly, and sat up. “I’m not ready for my time with you to be over.”

      Hearing her protest that admission made me smile. “Baby, after the last few weeks, I don’t ever want this to be over.”

      She clicked in her seatbelt, leaned her head on my shoulder and let out a contented sigh. “Am I ever going to get used to hearing you say stuff like that?”

      I turned and kissed the side of her head, leaned back, and smiled. “Am I ever going to get used to feeling your fabulous ass in my hands or see that gorgeous, sleepy smile as you wake in the morning? And, oh, baby, when you stare at me with those piercing doe eyes in my bed …” I trailed off because I couldn’t find words to describe the shift in my heart whenever I saw her look at me that way.

      “Damn, you’re a much better romantic than you are a comedian.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll bear that in mind if I ever break my arm badly enough.”

      She lifted her head and grinned. “I quite like your crappy jokes. So, I figure I must be all in.”

      “All in?” I frowned, like I had no idea what she meant. “Does that mean you’d be my comedy agent and manager if ever I couldn’t play for the band anymore?”

      “Don’t start dreaming of a change in career, Deakon. Remember, I love you, so I’m biased.”

      The jet landed, distracting us from our conversation and taxied to a halt on the asphalt. Through the window I saw Mikey in the passenger seat of our usual car- company pulling up alongside us.

      I led Sadie off the plane and “Back to Life” by Soul II Soul was playing on the radio as we climbed inside. “Are you fucking kidding me? Is that on a playlist?” I asked Mikey, thinking he was fucking with us.

      “Huh?” he asked, confused.

      “The song?” Sadie remarked, tuning in to the lyrics as well. She cocked her head toward the car radio, laughing.

      Mikey listened to a couple of lines and when the singer reached the bridge and sang, ‘back to life, back to reality’, the penny dropped at the implication the song was meant for us, and he laughed. “The song is nothing to do with me, it’s on the radio,” he said, sounding amused and holding his hands up briefly in surrender. He climbed into the front passenger seat and turned to look at us. “So, how was it?”

      “Great, but I’m dying for some fries and a burger,” I confessed.

      “Me too,” Sadie reluctantly agreed. “Apart from the food, it was incredible.”

      “I’d have thought they would have given you great seafood and fish there.”

      I shook my head. “The diet was mostly vegan … and not far short of the ‘grass for dinner’ comment I’d joked about to Sadie as we arrived at the resort that first day.”

      “Did you do anything exciting?” Mikey asked.

      “Not much, apart from getting laid every day, although I did learn Sadie has a higher-than-normal amount of gas in her digestive tract when she’s fed a vegan diet,” I replied. “Ow,” I said rubbing a sore spot on my ribs after Sadie elbowed me.

      “I’m starting to think nothing is sacred amongst all of you,” she muttered, glaring at me after my comment.

      “Baby, I thought you’d have realized by now, when you sleep on a bus with a handful of people you leave your dignity at the door.”

      “Yeah, I get there are times when it’s impossible not to hear things. But bringing back gas stories from our romantic getaway in Bali shouldn’t be part of those general conversations,” she scolded. The smile that toyed on her lips told me she wasn’t mad at all—she was screwing with me.

      “Gotcha. So, you don’t mind them hearing you scream when I fuck you on the tour bus then. That’s set my mind at rest.” I bit back a grin as I waited for the onslaught reaction to come.

      “Deakon!” she shrieked, mortified by my comment. “Stop talking this minute,” she ordered. I chuckled as she swatted my arm and looked more flustered than I’d ever seen her.

      Mikey snickered. “Anyway, it’s great to have you back,” he muttered like he hadn’t heard me. “The penthouse has been quiet without you,” he said, and began messing with the car radio.
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      “Still not talking to me?” I asked, playfully as Sadie towel-dried her hair after a quick shower. She’d been giving me the silent treatment for the previous half hour since we’d gotten back to the penthouse. The shower had woken us both up and she looked full of pent-up frustration as she continued to quietly fume.

      Pulling the towel away from her hair she threw it at me. It landed on my chest as I lay naked on the bed. “No. I’m furious with you for embarrassing me.”

      “That’s better,” I praised.

      She frowned. “What is?”

      “You talking to me.”

      “I’m not,” she said, sounding insistent.

      “No?” I goaded, chuckling. “Then, that few puffs off the joint I just had from Korry is making me imagine you’re answering me.”

      She fought a smile and shook her head. “What the hell did you say all that to Mikey for? And the comment about me being noisy on the bus? You do realize for as long as you’re with me, you’ll never get laid on a tour bus again?”

      “Not true. The moment you feel this big cock sliding between your ass cheeks you get all wriggly, so we both know you won’t resist it.” I gripped my semi-hard cock in my fist to draw her attention to it.

      “You make me sound like a nymphomaniac. I can go without,” she insisted as she flashed me an indignant glare.

      “Ah, but can you really?” I teased. I began pumping my cock slowly and her big brown eyes dropped to the movement. “For how long?” I asked, taunting her further.

      “Do you really think you lying there jerking off is going to make me leap over there and take you inside me?”

      “Not in the next minute or so, but I’m definitely getting laid when you get into bed,” I murmured confidently.

      “Oh, yeah?” she asked, sounding cocky. “What makes you think you’re getting lucky?”

      “Baby, you’re practically drooling watching me jerk myself off here. Your eyes are all lusty and heavy,” I remarked.

      “They are?” she asked as she turned and bent over to look in the mirror.

      I wasn’t too tired that I didn’t leap out of bed and sidle up behind her. I slid my arms around her waist and pulled her up flush with my body. Giving in, she straightened up and laid her head back on my shoulder. “You don’t like this?” I murmured close to her ear as I let my hands skate over her stomach. We caught sight of one another in the mirror and I held her gaze. I flashed her a wicked smile as I slid one hand up to palm her right tit, the other down to find her clit.

      “Damn,” she whispered softly as I began circling it with a finger and squeezed her tit tighter. “So, naughty … not fair,” she protested weakly.

      Her eyes fluttered closed as I rutted my cock at the base of her spine. “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll stop,” I whispered in a taunting tone. “Feel that?” I asked, pressing my cock harder into her back. “It’s all yours. Every. Last. Hard. Inch.”

      She swallowed roughly and turned her head to meet my gaze. Her breaths came in short, shallow pants and her skin was covered in goose bumps. “Deakon,” she breathed raggedly.

      I gave her a slow, smug smile and raised a brow. “Exactly how wet are you for me, right now?” I asked suggestively, suspecting she was ready for me, despite there being no real foreplay between us. I didn’t wait for a reply as I slid my fingers further south and found her pussy dripping wet with desire. “Am I still not getting laid?” I asked, letting my hands migrate to her hips as my foot kicked her feet further apart. She gasped and let out a small mewl of frustration at the loss of contact from her clit. She was so turned on that her body trembled while my palms slid over her ass cheeks, and I dropped to my knees.

      Parting her ass cheeks with my thumbs, I spread her wider. Stopping briefly, I took in the pretty sight of her glistening seam before I licked it leisurely from back to front. As I groaned deeply into her entrance, I felt her legs buckle. Immediately she stiffened, tore away, and turned to face me. “Get up,” she ordered as she placed her hands under my armpits. I stood up in front of her and my cock scored a small trail of pre-cum from her pubic bone to her belly.

      Placing her hands on my shoulders, she locked eyes with mine and began walking me backward. I grinned as intent grew in her gaze with every step we took, then she broke our connection as she pushed me down onto the bed. “Spread them,” she demanded as she tapped my knees.

      My cock jerked with excitement as a burst of adrenaline coursed through me. I grinned again at this confident version of Sadie, and my heart picked up its pace as I did what she ordered. Stepping between my spread legs, she took my hands in hers and lifted them over my head. As she did this, her gorgeous, heavy tits traced up my stomach, over my chest and parted each side of my neck.

      I tried to take a nipple in my mouth, but she moved out of my reach. “From now on you’re not allowed to touch me,” she advised with her face only an inch from mine.

      “Fuck. You look so hot right now,” I mumbled in a ragged breath as I stared up at her in awe.

      “Quiet. You’re not allowed to talk, and you’re not allowed to come until I say so either,” she ordered. My heart pounded in my chest, sounding loud in my ears as my cock felt achingly desperate for penetration, and I was almost blind with lust.

      Sadie dropped to her knees, her soft, silky hair sifted so temptingly over my thighs, I wanted to wrap it around my fist. The sensation was provoking and ticklish I cringed, and she laughed softly but didn’t look up at me as she settled between my legs on her knees. My cock jumped the moment I felt her soft, warm breaths blowing steadily over my balls and shaft. I arched my back for greater contact, but she stayed inches out of my reach. “Like that?” she asked, her voice thick with lust. I opened my mouth to reply, and she narrowed her eyes. “Just nod, no talking remember.”

      I nodded as I fought my inner alpha personality, determined to let her take the lead. I peered through heavy eyelids as passion and desire swirled around in my mind, as I took in the beautiful, confident woman I had guessed her to be all along.

      As she circled my crown with her tongue and grasped my cock in her hand, a small hiss escaped from my mouth. She smacked my thigh sharply to remind me not to talk. “How does that feel?” she asked, briefly breaking the indescribable feeling to taunt me with another question that I felt was designed to make me talk. When I didn’t reply, she cupped my balls with her other hand and gave them a small squeeze. “That’s it, you’ve got the idea. You don’t talk unless I allow you to speak.”

      Taking my cock into her mouth, she sucked hard. I let out an involuntary gasp of relief, and she briefly stopped. Pulling my cock out of her mouth, she narrowed her eyes again and I felt sure she was weighing the effect she was having. Satisfied with her efforts, she smiled as one hand disappeared from my view. Seconds later, she rose to her feet and ran her wet fingers over her lips. It looked so fucking hot. Leaning over, she kissed me hard and let me taste her nectar. “Fuck, yeah,” I muttered as she pulled away, which earned me another hard slap on my thigh.

      “What did I say?” she asked as she bent, bit my nipple and then raked her nails from my pecs to my abs. Her head followed her hand and she licked the skin from my abs all the way up to my neck and nipped at it. A long, agonizing groan left my throat, and she pulled back to look at me again.

      Biting back a grin, Sadie climbed on the bed and straddled me. Feeling behind her, she positioned my cock at her entrance, glided it through her wet heat a few times and slowly lowered herself onto me. She gasped as I stretched her until she took me as deep as I could go. “Fuck,” she gasped, and let out a long, erotic moan. She closed her eyes, perhaps relishing in the full feeling she must have had right then. “You can touch me now,” she muttered.

      “Bareback?” I asked, wondering how I had gone so long without the exquisite feel of her pussy walls surrounding the smooth skin on my dick. Instantly my hands came over my head and I grabbed her arms, they moved to her tits, then to her back. I slid them down to her ass and ground her against me over and over. The insane desperation that had built up inside me was so intense I knew I was close to coming.

      “Remember you’re not allowed to come until I tell you.”

      Those words felt like she’d poured ice-cold water over me, and I instantly stopped moving. I was near to that tipping point—that erotic no man’s land, the one between immense built-up frustration and bliss. I let out a strangulated groan because I was desperate to roll us over and take control. My overwhelming need to pound her into the mattress was almost too much to bear and I growled that frustration aloud from deep in my belly.

      “Good boy. Okay you may take over—and you can talk if you want now,” she said.

      Instantly, I flipped her onto her back, my hips rutting forward at a punishing pace. In no time I felt Sadie’s pussy tighten around me as her whole body began to spasm and shake. Squeezing my eyes shut tight, I held my breath and felt her come all around me. “Come. Do it,” she said.  I was about to ask if she meant me to come inside her, but my brain appeared to go into melt down again and again as my hot seed pumped inside her.

      Sweat glistened between us as my heart instantly reset in a thud, thud, thud. “Wow,” she mumbled, lying stock still beneath me covered in a fine sheen of perspiration.

      “Wow doesn’t begin to express what the fuck, happened just now,” I remarked and heaved heavily as I tried to catch my breath. Sadie lay flushed beneath me, her hands raking gently up and down my back. “Fuck you’re good at that,” I muttered tiredly, unable to move.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” she said, chuckling.

      Eventually, I felt myself slipping out of her and shifted my legs between hers. The sticky sensation only added to the intimacy of what we had done. Nestled between her legs was my favorite spot when we were together in bed because I could see her, feel her under me and if I lifted myself up on my elbows, I could also touch most of her.

      “You’re my biggest high, Sadie Hall. You’re like crack cocaine and the finest hashish all mixed up in one little hit, and I’m seriously addicted.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Fuck, yeah.”
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      Jet lag knocked us on our asses again and we crashed out shortly after making love. When I woke, the bed felt wet underneath me and Sadie was lying flat out on her stomach. Easing off the bed, I hit the bathroom and cleaned up, and as I was looking for a fresh deodorant, I came across my sterilized tattoo inking set.

      Fifteen minutes later I had laid all my kit out on the nightstand. “Baby, wake up,” I whispered into her ear.

      “Hm,” she mumbled as she lifted her head in that uncoordinated way that told me she wasn’t quite with it.

      I chuckled. “Remember you said I could ink you right here?” I asked, grazing her bra line on her right side lightly with a fingertip.

      “Mm, hm,” she mumbled with her eyes still closed.

      I turned on my ink gun and her eyes flew open. “Deakon? You mean now?” she said, sounding alarmed.

      “Unless you’ve changed your mind,” I suggested. “Black ink, okay?” I asked. “One scripted word, baby.”

      “It can’t wait until later?”

      “No. I’ve been desperate to do it ever since you agreed to it.”

      “You won’t misspell it?”

      “Mine?” I chuckled. “Jesus, Sadie, I did graduate high school.”

      She smiled. “If you’re sure, but remember, its M. I. N. E., nothing else.

      “Got it,” I said, using the antiseptic to thoroughly cleanse the area while she rolled onto her side.

      “Here we go. It’s important you don’t move. It might feel a little tender at first, but it won’t take me more than a couple of minutes.”

      “To write ‘mine’?” she muttered like she was ragging on me again.

      “If you don’t lie still it might end up looking like nine.”

      Taking a deep breath in she exhaled and squeezed her eyes shut. “Right, you’ve got five minutes.”

      It wasn’t a big tattoo, barely noticeable in fact, except for the tiny DB signature I placed in minute letters underneath.

      When I’d finished, I covered it with a clear dressing and Sadie climbed off the bed to look. “I love it,” she gushed, turning this way and that, like the four-letter word would move.

      “Not as much as I love you,” I told her. “Now, burgers and fries … and a bottle of wine … maybe some chocolate … oh, and donuts … I think we’ve more than earned some donuts.”
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      “Are you really going to continue living here?” Levi queried in disbelief. His eyes shifted from Deakon to me, and I could tell he was sizing up how Deakon felt about this.

      “Yeah, I don’t think she’s ready for any big moves all at once,” Deakon disclosed, sounding caring. “Don’t get me wrong, I want her with me twenty-four seven, but I’m not pressing for an all or nothing decision right now. Sadie’s had a massive traumatic event in her life. I recognize that and I don’t want her to think she needs to make any dramatic moves now that we’re home. So, we talked it over and she’s going to continue to work and live here to take away that pressure.”

      “Deak, you’re welcome to stay here as well, if you want,” Levi offered. I could tell by his beaming smile he was relieved that for the time being at least, I wasn’t moving out.

      “Nah, it’s fine. I’m going to continue to stay at Trinnie’s place for now. When the time is right for us, I figured perhaps Sadie and I would buy somewhere nearby, if I can find somewhere that’s secluded and has good enough security.

      “Jesus, did you bang your head in Bali?” Levi asked, placing a hand on his forehead.

      “Nah, I was too busy banging this one.”

      “Deakon!” Heat rose to my cheeks, and Deakon laughed. I was more mortified about his crude remarks in front of Levi than I was around the others. “Oops, sorry. I shouldn’t have said that in front of your dad.”

      Levi laughed. “Alright, so I was a little overprotective of Sadie before, but Dad?” he queried ruefully.

      “Big brother,” I corrected as my cheeks continued to burn. “Stop telling people we sleep together, Deakon. You know that’s not true. But don’t worry, we’re going to crack that spot of erectile dysfunction. I’m going to go with you to that appointment.”

      “Nothing wrong with my equipment, baby,” I muttered defensively as Levi laughed.

      “No, and I’m pleased you keep telling yourself that.  It’s that positive attitude which will have your dick growing hard again in no time,” I replied, patting his hand. Levi roared and threw his head back, laughing.

      The moment she saw me shoot a wicked look toward her, she knew she’d regret riling on me. “So, earlier … you know, when you told me not to talk?” he asked, grinning. “Was that a big salami you put in your mouth and later rocked between your legs?”

      Levi cracked up again and held up both hands in surrender. “I take back everything I said about either of you. You’re a match made in Heaven.”

      “We are,” Deakon declared as he pulled me toward him and licked my face from my chin to my forehead.

      “Damn, Deakon, pack it in,” I mumbled, wiping my face with my cardigan sleeve.

      “Yeah, you said that earlier as well but you forgot to make that little mewling noise you usually say after I stick it to you.”

      “Dear God,” I remarked, rolling my gaze to my hairline. “You’re determined to get a rise out of me aren’t you.”

      “Nope, it was you who got a rise out of me as you stood naked in front of me,” he replied through a laugh.

      “Enough of the double act. You two are cracking me up.”

      “Would that be ass cracks?” he asked, mumbling under his breath. Levi gave me a sideward glance and chuckled.

      “So, anyway, as you were saying, Sadie,” Levi digressed, as he turned his attention to me. “If you’re staying, and you’re not,” Levi said, nodding toward Deakon. “Are you staying here tonight?” Levi asked him.

      “Yeah, I’m staying,” he confirmed. “I’ll need to wean myself away from her.”

      “Why go at all?” Levi muttered, confused.

      “Because if I don’t, she won’t realize how much she misses me.”

      I turned to look at Deakon and we stared hard at one another for a few moments, until Levi slapped his hand on the granite counter and cussed. “Fuck me, the angst and sexual tension in this room is killing me. From the way you are looking him, I feel your days here are numbered.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The thought of living alone after the weeks we’d spent together made me wonder why the hell I’d put us both through this. Then, common sense stepped in and reminded me why I had the right to be cautious. I shouldn’t run toward a rip-roaring fire since I’d already been badly burned once.
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DEAKON - THREE WEEKS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck,” I muttered. “That bed in the pool house is too soft,” I complained as I arched my back in a long stretch and held it in position with my hands on my hips.

      Levi smirked, narrowed his eyes, and spooned Cheerios from a breakfast bowl into his mouth.

      “You could always use your room upstairs … or go to Trinnie’s place,” he mumbled around a full mouth, then swallowed. “Do you realize you and Sadie have only spent one night apart from each other since you came home from Bali?”

      I slid into a chair beside him at the dining table, took a sip of his cup of bland, store-bought coffee and pulled a face. “When are you going to get a decent coffee machine around here?”

      “Stop avoiding the question I asked,” he persisted, pointing his spoon toward me.

      I placed his coffee mug back in front of him and poured some orange juice into his empty glass. “We don’t sleep well when we’re apart.”

      “We don’t, or you don’t?” he pressed.

      “We don’t,” Sadie admitted as she entered the room through the open patio door, dressed in a red bikini top and shorts, with her hair sexily tousled.

      I guessed she’d heard our conversation as she’d interjected, and I smiled. “Morning, beautiful.” I stood and placed my hand lightly on her waist and kissed her cheek.

      Sadie patted my bare chest, glanced at her hand, and then looked up at me again. “Sit. I have something I want to say,” she muttered.

      I eased myself into my chair again and she sat in the chair next to me. “If I move in with Deakon, can I still be your housekeeper?

      “Isn’t that hedging your bets?” Levi asked. “That question makes me wonder if you’re keeping one foot in the door and one in Deakon’s place.”

      “No. I’m asking because you’re going to need someone else here if I go and I don’t want to leave you in the lurch.”

      Both Levi and I stared at one another for a few moments.

      “What’s the rush all of a sudden?” Levi muttered, obviously bummed by her decision.

      I grinned at his reaction before I glanced toward Sadie with narrowed eyes. “Are you saying you want to live with me now?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “You’re one hundred percent sure this is what you want?”

      “Yes,” she confirmed again.

      “Give me your pitch,” I said, because this had come as a complete surprise and although she’d said that one word with certainty, I wanted to ensure her reasoning was sound.

      She shrugged. “I woke up this morning and reached out for you. When I found you weren’t beside me, my heart ached. That reaction told me where I needed to be and how much I trust you’re not going to hurt me. The point of me being here was to give me time to think things through without you. But it’s been me who hasn’t wanted you to go home. So I figure we’re just going through the motions here waiting for a respectable amount of time to pass before I said yes. I’ve been treading water here for years and it’s time I lived my life, how I want to live it,” she stated flatly. “So, if you’ll have me, I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather spend all the days I have left with, than you.”

      “Okay, that’s it. I believe her. She’s made up her mind. It looks like you’re losing your lodger, buddy.” I grinned as I stood and pulled my girl up out of her chair and into my arms. “Don’t worry, I’ll take great care of her,” I declared to Levi. Turning to Sadie, I smiled. In the words of The Pretenders, “I’ll Stand By You,” I muttered. “Too cheesy?”

      Sadie shook her head. “Levi, did you know your bandmate is a closet, would-be comedian?”

      Levi laughed, stood, and lifted his breakfast bowl. “I’m glad you’ve decided to move things up on the timeframe, sweetheart. Staring at his naked chest every day had started to become nauseating,” he teased as he wandered over to the kitchen sink and placed his bowl beside it.

      “What? I’ve got a gorgeous body,” I stated, looked down at my pecs and made them alternately pop. “Hey, can you do this, Sadie?” I asked as I popped them again. Sadie’s eyes were so big and round that I’d had the nerve to ask this and I almost peed my pants with the disgusted glare she gave me.

      “Are you fucking serious?” she asked, shaking her head. “Don’t give me reason to change my mind about moving in with you.”

      I winked. “I get it. You want to show me your effort in private.”

      Levi laughed again. “Sadie, one thing you probably haven’t figured out about Deakon yet, is the more you blush, the more he gets off on it.”

      “Something tells me there’s never going to be a dull moment living with you,” she mumbled, biting back a grin.

      “Back at you, baby. It feels as if the sun shines every day since we got together.”

      “That’s because we live in Florida,” she said dryly.

      I grinned because her comment was typically sarcastic and I knew no matter how much she loved me, she’d always call me out on my shit. I was fine with that, and I suspected she’d do that often.

      Finding our way as a couple might not have taken the conventional route, but now that we’d learned to love one another, I couldn’t imagine ever loving anyone else. “See, that’s why I love you,” I mumbled honestly into her hair.

      “Because we live in Florida?” she asked, being obtuse but she blinked innocently up at me and pretended to look confused.

      “No. It’s because you see me for who I am, a normal guy in love with his girl—not some big-shot-hero-rock star I get to pretend to be.”

      “You are a normal guy,” she began with a small frown between her eyes. “Until you start with the crappy jokes, then you’re just …” she threw her hands up in the air like she was lost for words.

      I laughed and realized laughing was something I’d done lot of since we’d found our feet as a couple. Then I figured it didn’t matter how slow the pace of our relationship went from then on, I had all the time in the world now to prove to Sadie that broken people like us, sometimes do get that happily ever after.
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DEAKON - THREE MONTHS LATER.

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t propose to my daughter unless you aim to take care of her for life,” Sadie’s father sternly addressed me as we sat across from one another at Sadie’s family’s dining table.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to do right by Sadie. I’d hoped by coming here alone to ask for your blessing this would tell you the kind of man that I am,” I replied. “I love your daughter like I’ve never loved anyone else in my life. All I want is to make her happy. I’ll admit she won’t have a conventional nine to five working days life with me, but I want us to spend as much time together during the year as we can.”

      “And what about my daughter’s future? Does she give up any dreams she may have to travel all over with you?”

      “No, Sir. Sadie’s enrolled in art school at the University of Miami. She’s thinking she may like to do interior design, but I think her fine arts talent is also incredible. I’m going to encourage her to consider having an exhibition of her work at some point in the future. I want success for Sadie as much as you do and I think we’re well suited in that sense.”

      Phillip sat straighter in his chair, and I could see some of the strain on his face fall away. “Hm, I see. I must say I’m surprised to see you here,” he mumbled, almost to himself.

      “Why, because you have a preconceived idea of me? I believe our pasts should not define our futures. Both Sadie and I have experienced situations that most people could never comprehend the effect they’ve had upon us. Surviving traumatic events gives us the drive to ensure we’re never in those circumstances again. If you give me her hand, I’ll swear to you right now that I’ll do everything I can to put a smile on her face and keep her safe for the rest of her life.”

      Phillip blinked rapidly, like he was processing my words for the longest time before he inhaled deeply and let his breath go. “Don’t make me regret this, Deakon. Sadie’s precious to us, her mom and I can’t go through that hell again.”

      “Trust me. You won’t. Sadie’s happy and I’ll do what I can to be everything she needs. I’m not proposing yet, but I didn’t want you to be taken by surprise when I do. Phillip, I understand her life with me might get complicated at times, but I guarantee I’ll ensure Sadie grows to be the woman she should have been all along.”

      “Then, how can I say no?” he asked, but I didn’t miss his nervous smile.

      I put myself in his shoes and I imagined how hard it must have been for him to agree to giving a man like me his blessing after all they had gone through.
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      “Well?” Korry asked when he came back to pick me up from Sadie’s parents’ place. His eyes roamed over Sadie’s childhood home through the windshield. He blew a long whistle. “Damn, Deak, are you marrying Sadie for her inheritance?”

      I chuckled. “Wait until you meet her father, I think Sadie modelled her snarky attitude from him when she lived at Levi’s. He makes my balls shrivel up in my pants. I swear the guy went to scowling school or some shit like that.”

      “So, what did he say?”

      “He said yes, of course. But the fucker made me work for it,” I replied, chuckling. “I respect that though, because it shows they really care about Sadie.”

      “So, you’re going to propose to her? Are you sure she’s ready?”

      “Nah. Not there yet. I’m not in a rush to put a ring on her finger. She needs to be one hundred percent because if I marry it’s a one-time deal.”

      “So why the hurry to come up here today?” Korry’s brow knitted in confusion.

      I shrugged. “To save me a journey when the time comes.”

      Korry chuckled and shook his head. “Damn, I can’t believe how much you’ve changed.”

      I bumped shoulders with him as he drove. “So, what’s the deal with you? Did you corner that chick … what was her name … Blaire?”

      As soon as I mentioned her name, the smile fell from Korry’s face. “Nope. First of all, she’d think I was pulling a stunt. We used to fuck about all the time. Second of all, she’s excited about the wedding, according to Zena. Third of all, the wedding is only months away. They’ve already got the ceremony planned, invitations are out—it’s over.”

      “You know the saying, ‘It ain’t over until the fat lady sings?’”

      “Well her mom’s the fat lady and she’s been singing for over a year for this to happen.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “My mother is Blaire’s mom’s hairdresser. Zena said mom felt depressed when Blaire’s mom told her.” He let out an ironic chuckle. “Mom used to say she was daughter-in-law material when we were kids.”

      “Does Zena know you hold a torch for Blaire?” Korry gave me a sideward glance, then looked back at road.

      “No one knows I ever did.”

      “Maybe Zena does, otherwise she wouldn’t have called to tell you.”

      “She didn’t. Blaire’s wedding came up in conversation is all. Zena’s a bridesmaid, remember, but she did ask if I’d received an invitation.”

      “And did you?”

      He shook his head. “We haven’t seen one another for over a year … hell I didn’t even know she was dating someone.”

      “Sounds to me like this romance has happened fast. Want my advice?”

      Korry scoffed. “No, but I know you well enough to guess I’m going to be given it anyway.”

      “Damn straight you are. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if that girl got married without me telling you to get your ass down to Daytona to tell her how you feel.”

      “All that would achieve is me making an ass of myself. It would kill our friendship.”

      “Friendship? Dude, you’re a friend and she hasn’t told you she’s getting married?” Korry shrugged but looked lost. “Look, what’s the worst that can happen?”

      “Possibly wreck her wedding plans … maybe make her doubt she’d made the right choice? Nah, none of that would happen. Blaire’s a sweet, uncomplicated girl, she’d think I was fucking with her because of our ‘by the time we’re thirty’ pact we’d made back in high school. Plus, her mom’s fierce, she’d sit on me for trying to disrupt Blaire’s big day.”

      “Or you might get what you want. How do you know Blaire doesn’t feel the same about you?”

      “Because she wouldn’t be marrying some fucking lawyer instead of me,” he snapped. “Leave it, Deak. I know you’re being a good friend, but you can be a better one by just helping me get drunk,” he replied.

      “Fuck, Dude. Since when did you roll over and play dead? You’re coming home with me tonight. There’s nothing like a bit of Sadie’s home cooking and a good bottle of Scotch to make you change your mind.”

      We fell silent for a few minutes as a tense situation grew between us. Eventually Korry huffed out a breath. “Fuck. What would I even say to her?”

      I smirked, smug in the knowledge I’d been right to push him. “Buddy, I’ll go to Daytona with you for support. Reach out to her and tell her you’re coming to town and want to meet up. Let her see how you’ve grown since the last time you spent any real time together.  Give her the time of her life, tell her how much you’ve missed her, and then remind her how close you once were. When you feel the time is right, slip the pact you made into the conversation, and see where you go from there,” I advised.

      “For Christ’s sake, I can’t believe I’m taking love advice from Deakon Brosley,” he muttered in a serious tone, but I could almost hear his mind mulling my suggestion over. “I’ll think about it,” he finally said.

      “Don’t take too long about that, either. If going after Sadie taught me anything, it’s that you won’t be lucky in love if you don’t go after what you want,” I warned. “I thought my life couldn't get any better, then at some point it became mundane. It took until that point where I saw everyone else around me all smiling and happy to realize I was kidding myself. You’re younger than me. Do what you’ve got to do and at least tell this girl how you feel. She can’t decide either way about you if you don’t give her a choice.”

      “I said, I’ll think about it,” he repeated as we pulled into the private plane entrance at the airport to catch our private charter back to Key Largo.
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      SADIE

      “Gosh, you have such a natural talent for interior design,” Trinnie said as she wandered around the new home in Key Largo that Deakon and I had moved into. “I’d never have put those colors and textures together, but they work perfectly. Perhaps when I have a house that needs staging you could come and give me your opinion sometime?”

      I smiled, excited that she loved the shades of mustards, sky-and navy-blue color scheme I’d chosen for the cosy reading nook I’d carved out for myself in our seven-thousand square foot home. It had wall to wall bookshelves on one side and a bespoke guitar design bookcase on the other. At the center was a large bay window with a day bed and carefully scattered pillows.

      “How are things with you?” she asked as she eyed me curiously.

      By things, I knew she meant living with Deakon and finding a new normal together. “Good.” I smiled. “Okay, I’m lying. They’re amazing. We get on great and we’re so happy with the house and being so close to the beach … and right next to you guys, of course,” I added.

      Trinnie grinned. “And Gabby still has her babysitter,” she stated, chuckling. “I couldn’t believe it when this house next door to ours came on the market. Fortunately, the owners gave Levi a heads-up beforehand because they figured he might need more security once they had sold. Levi even considered buying it to protect his anonymity. But being able to buy it off market has kept things smooth for everyone.”

      “Yeah, I was concerned about our safety when we began looking for places, but Deakon’s legal guys handled it through one of the record label’s companies, so no one knows we’re here.”

      “You’re not still worried about that detective from Tallahassee, are you?” she asked.

      I nodded and my smile fell away. “Always. I mean I know he’s behind bars, but his case goes for sentencing tomorrow since he changed his plea to guilty. Deakon thinks Bovey reckons he’ll get a shorter sentence for doing the right thing and saving his victims a trial, so until they lock him up for a really long time, I’ll still feel a little antsy.”

      “I don’t blame you. Besides, it’s only natural to feel the way you do after what happened. Levi said three more girls had come forward. Wouldn’t you feel better if you did that as well?”

      “No. Not with Deakon being who he is. The private investigator said he was looking at a minimum of thirty years due to the five cases altogether.”

      “Not nearly long enough considering the mental strain he inflicted on y’all,” Trinnie mumbled. “But, now that Mikey is living on the premises with y’all, that should give you some sense of security.”

      “It does,” I admitted, nodding. “I was so relieved when Deakon suggested he stay there whenever Mikey is in The Keys … although, the legal team had to draft an NDA for his girlfriend, Kelsy, because she lives with him part-time too.”

      “You know, Deakon sure has surprised us by how besotted he is with you,” she said, smiling. “The transformation in him this year has been nothing short of miraculous. I never realized how unhappy that man was—until he wasn’t, if you know what I mean.”

      I tilted my head, questioning her comment. “No, I don’t know. Deakon always appeared annoyingly happy whenever he came around Levi’s place.”

      “Exactly. That was a front. He hid his feelings well, but I see that now. It was as if he was on a path to self-destruction. He used to be reckless with women and he didn’t appear to care much about anything. Although I have never seen it myself, Levi said Deakon seemed uncontrollable at times. I think he was searching for something … or someone, to give him his real purpose in life.”

      “You think?”

      “Come on, Sadie, look at how he’s changed. That’s what love does.”

      “That’s a lovely thing to say. It took a while for me to accept his interest toward me was genuine,” I confessed. “But now that we’ve moved in together, I’m over my imposter syndrome.”

      Trinnie smiled and ran a hand over one of the cushions in my nook, testing the fabric. “I know that feeling. You’re one of us now—us being the normal women who have snagged ourselves a hot rock star.”

      “Esther isn’t exactly a normal girl, since she used to dance on Broadway,” I reminded her.

      “These days she’s a normal mom, with a baby who still keeps her up all night.”

      “I thought Jude got up in the night?”

      She laughed. “Oh, he does, but he’s got competition from Esther. She can’t ignore Honey once she’s awake.”

      “Are you in here somewhere?” I heard Deakon call out from the downstairs hallway.

      “Up here,” I called back. I wandered over to the doorway and waved my arm to let him know which room we were in. “Trinnie’s here, before you go making some crude remark about my butt or something,” I warned.

      “Now, would I do that to you, baby?” he asked, chuckling as he strode toward me, grinning.

      “Yes, all day long, every day of the week,” I shot back. “Hey, Korry,” I said, acknowledging his bandmate was right behind him.

      Deakon turned around to glance at Korry before he turned back toward me. “Oh, sorry. I forgot to call to let you know we have one more for dinner tonight … and he may be our guest for a couple of days.”

      “Where have you two been all day?”

      “Out,” Deakon muttered sheepishly. I didn’t question this as I figured it may have had something to do with Korry’s despondent facial expression and considered that Deakon might fill me in later “How are you, Korry?” I asked, smiling.

      “Lovesick,” Deakon blurted out.

      I saw Korry wince and glare toward my boyfriend. “Deakon!” I admonished. “Must you be a dick all the time?”

      “I’m not the one who is being a dick. It’s Korry who won’t man up and tell the girl he’s been in love with for years, how he feels,” Deakon blurted out.

      I frowned. “You’re in love?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my tone because it was news to me. Over the years Korry and Deakon had been one another’s wingmen, and like Deakon, Korry didn’t appear to be the settling down type of guy.

      “Some pact he made with his best friend as a kid or something, Deakon mumbled as he swung around to look at Korry behind him, with his hands in his pockets. “Beer?” Deakon suggested, changing the subject when he saw how peeved Korry looked.

      “Sounds good,” Korry said, sounding mopey.

      “Come on, buddy. Let’s get drunk together and see if we can find your balls anywhere in your pants.”

      “Sounds interesting, can I come?” I asked, joking.

      “Not for Korry,” Deakon muttered crudely. “But yeah, of course, I’ll always make time to make you come. However, I’m a little busy right now. Can we save that thought for later?” he added, making me blush. Trinnie laughed.

      “If you ever find a cure for bad jokes and embarrassing boyfriends, let me know, would you?” I said to her as the two men walked away.

      Trinnie laughed. “Levi’s right. Deakon gets off on making you blush.”

      I sighed and shook my head, at a loss of what else to say that would cover up my embarrassment. “Looks like those two are going to be tied up for a while. Do you want to ask Levi if he wants to come over for dinner? I have a feeling Korry’s going to need some distraction, after Deakon is done with him.”

      Trinnie chuckled again. “Yes, Levi wants dinner—he always wants to come over to see you. Sometimes it feels like there are three of us in this marriage,” she joked.

      “But you’re not married,” I protested, my eyes assessing her expression carefully, unsure if she was joking or not.

      “That’s the point. I was teasing you. You’re like a little sister to him. To be honest, I think he feels closer to you than he does to either Esther or Beth.”

      I shrugged. “I guess he’s just known me longer is all,” I replied.

      “There’s that … and he did once feel the need to save you,” Trinnie remarked. “Levi carries responsibility for the girls he saves like he carries a cross on his shoulder. It’s one of the reasons I love him. I’m not jealous of the close friendship you have. In fact, seeing him talking to you about his past reminds me how normal our life is, in comparison to what the public sees.”

      “Thanks for understanding. He was all I had until I fell for Deakon.”

      She gave me a warm smile. “Levi secretly loves that you’ll always be around us. He hasn’t said so, but he lit up like a sparkler when Deakon told him y’all had bought this place. It showed me how much you guys mean to him.”

      “He means a lot to me too … you both do—and Gabby … I mean Gabrielle.”

      Trinnie hugged me tight and stepped back as she held me by my shoulders. “I can’t believe the transformation in you since the first time I met you. It’s true what they say, you can’t beat the love of a good man.”

      “Who says that?” I inquired.

      She shrugged. “It might have been the love of a good woman … but still,” she muttered, and laughed.

      “Okay, let’s get moving. Go tell Levi we expect you guys here at 7:30 p.m. for dinner.”
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      “I don’t enjoy holding Honey,” Deakon said as we lay in bed facing one another. I must have frowned because his eyes narrowed, and he gave me a sheepish smirk.

      I chuckled. “You could have fooled me, the way you sat there pulling all those stupid faces as you tried to bond with the poor kid. She’s likely traumatized from your efforts.”

      “Babies love expressions. Did you see how she tried to copy me?”

      “I think she was humoring you,” I said, chuckling. Deakon’s hand slid around my waist, down to my butt. He pinched it. “Ow,” I said, laughing. “That child already has some serious diplomatic skills. I bet she’ll work for the United Nations when she’s grown.”

      Deakon laughed. “That was an amazing surprise tonight. Think about it, our first proper dinner party and you did an amazing job considering it wasn’t exactly planned beforehand. Wasn’t it great that Jude and Esther turned up at Levi’s on a whim tonight? The only person missing from the band was Greg. Even Mikey and Bodhi were here.”

      “Don’t I know it. Dinner for two turned into dinner for nine,” I replied.

      “Glad Mikey’s girl wasn’t with him,” Deakon muttered.

      “Why? I think Kelsy’s lovely.”

      “Oh, she is, but she’s new to us. It was nice to spend time with people I don’t feel wary of. I like to speak before I think. When someone new is around, it puts me on my guard. The band tends to act differently around new people and we slip into wearing our public faces,” he explained.

      “Just as well you weren’t in public while you were interacting with Honey,” I said, chuckling.

      A deep crease formed between his eyes. I immediately reached out to smooth it away. “Babies bring out the worst in me,” he muttered as he took my hand and pressed a kiss to it. “Do you want kids? I know you said you’d make babies with me one day, but was that all in jest?”

      His question was delivered in a flat tone that instantly put me on the defensive. “Don’t you think we should have had this conversation before you asked me to move in?” An electrical shock ran through my body at the thought he didn’t want to be a family man. He’d previously alluded that he wanted to settle down with me, but now we were living together, what exactly did that future look like?

      “I do,” I replied honestly. “Although the thought of bringing up a girl terrifies me, after my experience. You?” I asked casually, even though my palms had begun to sweat.

      “Me too.”

      I wasn’t sure whether his ‘me too’ was aimed at the thought of bringing a girl up comment or my ‘I do’, in answer to his question. I lay staring at him in the dark, a little too afraid to ask him to clarify.

      “What?” he asked softly.

      I shrugged. “What do you mean?” I said, sounding nervous.

      “Don’t worry, baby. I’ve got no intentions of making you pregnant right now. But in the future, I’d like at least one.”

      Relief flooded my body, and I exhaled a long breath. “Good. I’m glad you’re not saying right now because I think we both still have some baggage to work through, but I’d love to have a baby with you.”

      “Great, I’ll have the label draw a contract up to that effect,” he joked.

      “Fine, just make sure you include a clause that says you’re not allowed to teach the kid any of your jokes and you’re not allowed to traumatize it with those stupid faces.”

      Deakon pressed his lips to mine, shifted his head back a little and sighed. Our gaze grew intense and for a few quiet minutes as we lay taking each other in. Then, his comment about Honey came back to bug me.

      “So why don’t you like holding Honey?” I probed.

      “She reminds me of Lina at that age and I get conflicted when I remember all the innocence in her tiny little face, and at the same time my heart aches. Honey is a princess. She’s surrounded by love and our little Lina didn’t get that from our parents.”

      “She had it from you, Deakon … and Yanni. I’m sure your sister Avery loved her when she was alive,” I argued.

      “This is true. I had to be Dad to Lina most of the time, yet I was only a kid myself.”

      “Are you scared to have a child of your own?” I probed, figuring this could be the root of his doubts.

      “No, but I need to be sure nothing is going to fuck him or her up. Any kid I bring into this world must be loved above everything else. Even if that means I need to leave the band to make that happen.”

      I perched my head up on my elbow, leaned forward, and pressed a kiss to his forehead.

      “If I ever doubted how you’d be as a father, any fears I may have had would have been drowned out by that comment you made.”

      Deakon repositioned me with my head on his chest and my body draped over his. “I’m not in a hurry to make babies, but in answer to your question, I’ll be ready when you are. Meanwhile, let’s have fun finding out who you are, living our lives and fulfilling our dreams. Then, who knows what will happen. I might ask you that question I asked you in Bali—”

      I lifted my head, raised an eyebrow, and stared seriously into his eyes. I was almost certain he could feel my heart pound in reaction to his inference about marriage. Until Deakon, I never believed I’d want to share my life with another man after Jesse. “Or … I might ask you again,” I countered.

      Deakon grinned, slid his hands up my body and into my hair. “Promise me you’ll never stop doing that,” he muttered.

      “Doing what? Having the last word?” I teased.

      “No … the last word always needs to be mine,” he argued as he flashed me his cockiest smile.

      I figured he was trying to get a rise out of me, and I couldn’t hold back the smile that formed on my lips. I decided to let him win—this time. Dropping my head to his chest, I inhaled his scent deep into my lungs, and then I sighed, contented in the knowledge that if he had really wanted someone to accept his final word every time, he’d never have chosen me.

      Bonus content! Want to know what Sadie said to Levi?

      https://BookHip.com/JHHXRTB subscribe to my news letter and I’ll spill the tea.
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