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    Chapter One  
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    Balancing two beer bottles under one arm, I take out my phone and tap out a message to Lance, letting him know I’m back from the bar, and waiting where he left me when he went to the bathroom.  A couple of guys look over at me.  I don’t smile or give any sign I want to talk but one comes over anyway, making me roll my eyes.  Who even tries to meet someone in a club like this?  When he opens his mouth I can barely hear a word he’s saying.  He’s ok looking, tall and slim and wearing a suit with the tie tugged down but I have zero interest in talking to him.  He smiles like he just said something amusing.  I point at my ear, shake my head and give him a shrug that hopefully says, back off.  He just leans in closer, his hot breath blowing against my face.  I try not to cringe away too obviously. 
 
    “Lost a friend?” he asks. 
 
    “Boyfriend,” I shout back at him, making sure to put space between our faces. 
 
    The guy nods.  He looks sceptical, thinking I’m trying to fob him off.  “Why would he disappear on a hot chick like you?” 
 
    Hot chick? I arch a brow.  His eyes roam down my body.  It feels like I’m being undressed.   
 
    “Yeah, you’re fucking gorgeous babe.” 
 
    When his fingertips run up my bicep his eyes widen a little. 
 
    “Wow, you have some seriously sexy arms.” 
 
    “All the better for choking you out with,” I mutter, looking around again for Lance, still no sign of him and nothing on my phone.  Office boy didn’t hear what I said, he is smiling drunkenly at me. I pull away without saying anything more and walk away from him.  I don’t look back when I hear him calling something I literally have no chance of, or wanting to hear.   
 
    Working my way through the crowds, I see the sign for the bathrooms.  I didn’t want to come to this place, it really isn’t my scene, but Lance wanted to let off steam after a stressful week at work, and hitting a club, drinking and dancing was what he wanted to do.  He’d gone to a play with me last weekend that he didn’t want to see, so I agreed.  Compromise was what relationships were all about, right? I could tough this out for a few hours. But getting pawed by half drunk assholes was a hard limit. Also, being left alone for close to twenty minutes wasn’t sitting well with me either.  It doesn’t take this long to go to the bathroom.  Sighing, not caring about the drinks, I place them on a table and head towards the far side of the dance floor where the neon sign for the restroom is blinking. 
 
    Once I break through the crowd there is a smaller group of people in the darkened hallway.  Women laughing from inside the ladies room catch my attention.  I probably should go to the bathroom myself. I wonder if I can convince Lance it’s time to leave.  It’s hot and I’m sweating even in a t-shirt. I glance about again, trying to spot my wayward boyfriend.  
 
    There is a couple in the darkened corner of the hallway.  Her leg is hooked around him, her hands in his hair, they’re going at it like a pair of teenagers.  The guy has his hands up her skirt in front of all of these people. I shake my head a little.  I wouldn’t be caught dead getting felt up in a club but I wasn’t about to shame anyone else for it.  They aren’t hurting anyone.  I turn again and try to see through the crowds.  The woman moans, loudly, the music isn’t as loud here, just a throbbing baseline.  Against my better judgement and trying not to feel like the world’s biggest perv, I side eye the couple.  The woman throws her head back, her mouth open and gasping.  Is she about to have an orgasm in the middle of a nightclub?  I almost laugh and can hear other snickering around me, one guy whoops and shouts, “well played, dude!” 
 
    The stranger high fives another guy behind me and I’m turning towards them to give them a disapproving look when the man turns his head, I’m guessing to welcome the cheers. 
 
    My heart jumps into my mouth.  Lance? 
 
    I stand there, watching my boyfriend as he takes his fingers from inside another woman and starts to bow.  My mouth drops open as he straightens up with his trademark grin, then he glances my way, his eyes go wide. 
 
    “Fuck,” I see his mouth move, more than hear the curse.   
 
    “Are you kidding me!” I shout. 
 
    He pulls away from the woman and moves towards me.  “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    Did he really just say that?  Did he believe I was stupid enough to think there was anything other than what I just saw going on here?  He grabs my arms, a desperate look on his face and all I can think about is what is on his fingers.  I shrug out of his grasp, disgust and embarrassment clear on my face. 
 
    “Jenna, I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “You didn’t mean to?” I’m no longer sure whether I’m more shocked by what I just saw, or what he is saying to me.   
 
    “Dude, for real, you totally just got busted.” 
 
    I glare at the idiot behind us, who sheepishly ducks his head and turns away, but he doesn’t leave, he wants to see what is going to happen.  He wants to see how I’m going to have an epic freak out, put on a show.  I glance over Lance’s shoulder, the woman is still standing there, adjusting her skirt.  She isn’t looking at us, as she pulls out her phone.  It wasn’t even worth anything to her.  She and Lance just fucked up my relationship, and for what? 
 
    My arms are shaking.  I can hear Sam, my trainer’s voice in my head.  Don’t lash out.  It is one of the rules of the gym.  I could get myself into more trouble than it is worth. Is this guy actually worth my time?  I’d thought he was. Five months of my life, five months of caring and putting in the time with him.  My fist clenches and I itch to move my arm but I don’t.  I can’t even hear his protests and apologies anymore.  All I can see is the girl turning to her friends and heading to the bathroom, jumping the queue.  That pisses me off even more. 
 
    “Jenna, fuck please listen to me.” 
 
    I whirl around and dodge through the crowds. Fuck him.  Fuck this club and fuck those assholes who are still laughing.  Lance follows me, I hear him shouting my name.  I don’t want to speak to him. In fact, never seeing his face again is high on my agenda right now. People are crashing into me and I stumble, almost falling.  The guy in the suit sees me coming and tries to catch my attention as I shove past him, again I don’t hear him.  Lance catches up to me, he grabs my arm and pulls me around, trying to keep me against him.  He’s apologising over and over, his face pleading with me.   
 
    I can smell her on him. “Get your filthy fingers off me,” I snarl. 
 
    “Jesus Jen, calm down, just let me explain.” 
 
    I finally see red.  Right now, looking at him in this moment, I couldn’t give two shits about Sam’s rules.  I pull my arm back and throw a right hook straight into his face.  His head snaps back and he stumbles into someone, who shoves him off them.  Lance lurches back towards me, clutching his face in shock.  I take some small satisfaction in seeing blood pouring from his nose. 
 
    “Don’t ever touch me again.” 
 
    I start moving.  Where the hell is the way out?  I search the cavernous room, the bar to my left, dance floor behind me, I’ve never been here before, but I remember the bar was ahead of us when we came in.  I finally see what I think is the exit but before I can move, Lance is reaching out to me again.  Doesn’t he get the picture?  I’ve half a mind to turn and punch him right in the dick. I’m about to when a hand grabs me and pulls me to the side, away from Lance’s groping hand.  I stumble against a hard body. I’ve had just about enough of people thinking they can manhandle me tonight.  I am about to scream at whoever it is when I look up into the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.   
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    Oh shit, I’m about to be kicked out of the club. This is what Sam meant.  I can’t go around punching people in the face and expect nothing to come of it. The man has a firm grip on my arm but he isn’t hurting me, he pulls me beyond a roped area and I glance at him in confusion, this isn’t the way out.  He swings me around and blocks my view out into the club, hell knows where Lance went or if he even saw me being dragged in here.  I can barely see over his shoulder he is so tall.  I shove at his chest and look around him.  Lance is looking for me, one hand to his face trying to stem the blood flow, there are people around him, and I see a bouncer approaching now.  He grabs his cell phone and starts tapping at it. 
 
    My phone vibrates in my pocket, he’s texting me.  I have to wonder why he is still trying after I just rearranged his face for him.  But then again, he “didn’t mean it” so maybe he thought I was just gonna let it go? 
 
    “That was a hell of a right hook, Slugger.” 
 
    I look up at the man again.  He’s wearing a black t-shirt, slightly jagged and pulled at the neck and dark, ripped jeans that hug his legs, heavy black unlaced boots adorn his feet.  I’d thought he was a bouncer about to haul me out of the club but he isn’t dressed like any bouncer I’ve seen.  He isn’t even really dressed for a club.  I can’t help my eyes roaming down his body, which is hard, strong and his shoulders are broad.  I want to tell him to let me go but when I look up at his face my mouth stops moving.  He is hot, crazy hot and he still has hold of me. 
 
    “He won’t find you in here.”   
 
    He walks me further away from the ropes.  It is only then I realise I’m inside the VIP area.  He leads me to a darker area of the space, there are a number of booths around us, all full of people. Bottles of champagne litter the tables, and there are waitresses moving among them with trays of what look like exotic cocktails.  I’m shaking, angry and finally allowing something more to take over. Hurt, shame.  Images flashing in my head.  The look on her face, the intensity on his as he did to her what he should only be doing to me. 
 
    I pull out my phone to see his text.  The man in front of me takes it from my hand.   
 
    “Hey,” I look up at him as he reads my text.  “Give that back,” I reach up to take it but he turns slightly so I can’t.   
 
    “You gonna hit me too?” he raises a brow, a slight smirk on his face.   
 
    I stood my ground, glaring at him.  He is so damn tall.   
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    I look down, I don’t want to tell him what I just saw, it was humiliating enough with the peanut gallery.  “Why did you do that?” I ask him. 
 
    He studies me for a few seconds, his hand tightens on my cell phone.  “Because you look like you wanted to get away from him, plus you probably broke his nose and security were headed your way. I’m guessing he did something shitty, and I figured you shouldn’t be the one getting thrown out.  Just take it easy,” he says.  A woman passes with a tray and he takes a couple of glasses of champagne.  He hands me one.   
 
    “I don’t take drinks from strangers,” I tell him.  “And I don’t drink champagne.” 
 
    “What do you drink?” 
 
    “What the hell does that matter? Please give me my phone and let me leave.” 
 
    “On one condition.” 
 
    My mouth opens to argue but he puts a finger against my lips, shushing me.  I jump at the touch of his hand and anger surges again.   
 
    “Don’t text him back.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he holds up his hands.  “What do you drink?  I’ll give you phone back when you let me get you a drink.” 
 
    Looking around I see none of the people in here are paying any attention to us.  There are more women than men and they are pawing all over the few men there are.  I notice what looks like two security guards against a wall.  If this guy thinks he is getting something from me, he is sadly mistaken.  I need to get the hell out of here.  I suddenly feel completely out of my element.  I want to leave.  I want to call Brooke, my best friend, to come get me but know she can’t, she is working to a deadline and would still be in the office, she would have come out with us if she had been able.  She can’t drop everything to rescue me. 
 
    Two bouncers have now reached Lance, I don’t know what they’re talking about but he is being led away.  I definitely do not want to be outside at the same time as him trying to grab a cab.  I look around me again. This guy is right, I’m kind of safe in here.  I think.  I look up at him.  He is watching me intently but there is amusement in his eyes.  I can use this to my advantage, until the asshole is gone. 
 
    “Blue Moon,” I finally say. 
 
    He looks at me in surprise.  “Blue Moon it is,” he calls over a waitress, says a few words and she nods with a sultry smile that irritates me. 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    “I’m not a dog.” 
 
    “You’re definitely not a dog,” he agrees, as he looks me up and down again.  “Nice shirt.  You’re into Alice in Chains?” 
 
    I roll my eyes and he chuckles.  The waitress returns with two bottles and he hands me one.  I take it, he takes a seat in an empty booth and looks at me questioningly.  I heave out a sigh and take a seat, as far away from him as I can.  He slides closer and I scowl, taking a long swig of the beer.  It’s cold and feels good going down.  I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.   
 
    His face turns serious as he gets a good look at my knuckles.  “Shit,” he says, taking it in his larger hand, gently touching the skin.   
 
    I look down at my bruised and swollen knuckles.  It was nothing new, although I hadn’t punched bare knuckle in a while.  I pull my hand back.  “It’s fine,” I say, although now he’s pointed it out, I realise it hurts.  When he gets up and heads to the bar, I watch curiously.  He returns with a cloth full of ice and presses it to my knuckles.   
 
    “Is this a usual Friday night for you, breaking guys noses?” 
 
    “Only when I find them finger fucking someone else.” 
 
    He blows out a low whistle. I immediately regret speaking and lower my head in shame.  How stupid am I not to know what Lance is like?  How many other girls has he done this with?   How much further has he gone?  I feel sick. 
 
    He puts his hand on my back and strokes up and down.  I would usually have jumped up and told him not to touch me, but his touch is reassuring, it feels nice, and I’m tired and finally crashing from the surge of adrenalin.  I close my eyes and lean forward.   
 
    “What’s your name Slugger?” 
 
    He doesn’t look like he’s taking pity on me, he looks like the story I told him is nothing out of the ordinary to him.   
 
    “I’m Adam,” he says as he pulls his hand from my back and holds it out. 
 
    “Jenna,” I say eventually, I let him shake my hand, he’s gentle with it.    
 
    “Nice to meet you Jenna,” he smiles and his face, if it’s possible, becomes even more handsome. He has one dimple on his left cheek and I stare at it.  “I’m genuinely impressed with that punch.” 
 
    “I box,” I tell him and his brows rise.  “Don’t look so surprised,” I say.  “Women box.” 
 
    He nods.  “Self-defence, that’s good.” 
 
    “No, not self-defence. I box at a boxing gym, my friend owns it, he trains MMA fighters.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    I frown at him.  He holds up his hands in defence of his scepticism.  “Remind me to stay on your good side.” 
 
    “Give me my phone back and you will.” 
 
    He looks down at it, like he’d forgotten he still had it.  It vibrates in his hand again.  “Lance is worried about you, he wants to know where you are,” he shows me the text on the screen. 
 
    “Screw him,” I mutter, drinking more of the beer. 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    “Hey,” a man in the booth besides us leans over and shouts to Adam.  “We’re heading out in ten, you coming?” 
 
    “In a sec,” he calls back.   
 
    That is my cue to leave.  I put my drink on the table and stand.  I press the ice to my knuckles a few seconds longer then put that down too.  “Thanks for your help, and the beer.” I took my phone from him before he could stop me. 
 
    “Wait,” he says, standing too.  “Let me at least walk you out, get you a cab.  I don’t feel comfortable letting you leave on your own.” 
 
    “No need,” I say and walk away.  “I can take care of myself,” I hold up my injured hand. 
 
    “You think you can punch with that again?”  He follows me anyway, opening the rope for me.  He puts a hand at the small of my back, gently guiding me.  There is no point arguing, he wouldn’t hear me anyway.  I give in and let him take me outside.   
 
    He nods at the bouncers, one of whom half follows us on to the sidewalk, looking shocked and annoyed. Maybe he recognised me as the one causing fights and wanted to kick me out, instead of letting this guy do it.  My phone rings drawing my focus away.  Lance.   
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Here,” Adam takes it again as if it’s a game for him to keep swiping my phone.  He answers before I can stop him.  I grab his arm but he easily shrugs me off.  I’m fit, strong for a woman of my height, but I am no match for him.  “Hey, who is this?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Sorry Jenna isn’t interested.  She’s coming home with me.” 
 
    “What?” I mouth at him angrily.  He smirks and still won’t give me the phone, I cross my arms and give him my hardest stop fucking with me glare.  
 
    “Sorry, dude, you messed up and I stepped in.  Do yourself a favour and stop calling her.  She isn’t interested.”  He hangs up and looks at me.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you.” 
 
    “Relax,” he holds up a hand and a cab heads towards us.  “I was just messing with him, giving him something to think about.  He was pretty pissed.” 
 
    I close my eyes.  Part of me thinks it was actually kinda funny he did that.  It will really irritate Lance, he deserves it, but at the same time, I don’t want anyone standing up for me, I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.  The cab stops and Adam tells the driver to wait a second.  He starts messing with my phone.  People are coming out of the club looking over at us.  Adam glances back and then quickly presses some more buttons.  His phone rings in his pocket. He passes mine back to me. 
 
    “I just gave you my number, text me, let me know you got home.” 
 
    “I’m not texting you,” I tell him. 
 
    “Come on, Slugger.  I just want to make sure you get home and I intend to be the voice in your head reminding you not to call that asshole back.” 
 
    I look at the screen, see the number and the name Adam in my contacts.  “What makes you think I would do that anyway.” 
 
    He laughs, his whole body shaking in amusement.  “True, the guy would be asking for it if you sucker punched him again,” he stops laughing and touches my shoulder.  “Don’t text him back,” he says again, pointing a finger at me as he starts walking backwards.  “Get in the cab, Jenna.” 
 
    I stare at him a while longer, thinking this has been the single most surreal night of my life.  Part of me wants to flip him off, he doesn’t get to tell me what to do, but another part of me wants to smile at him, I do neither, just turn and get in the cab giving the driver my address.  As it pulls away, I see more people come over to Adam, most of them women. Not surprising given the way he looks.  I turn to face forward then look at his name in my phone.  I am not going to text him, just as much as I am not going to text Lance, despite Adam’s demand, I have no intention of forgiving Lance, I’m done with him.  No one treats me that way.   
 
    The phone vibrates in my palm.   
 
      
 
    Adam: Make sure you text ME and DON’T text him. Night Slugger  
 
      
 
    I smile, then catch myself.  I don’t appreciate the bossy tone.  My notifications show two missed calls and eight texts from Lance.  I shut off the phone and put it in my purse, despite the pain in my knuckles and the anger at what happened tonight, I was going to remember the tall, dark and handsome distraction.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Two 
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    I stare at Adam’s text.  I still haven’t answered.  Brooke, my best friend, is sitting opposite me in the diner, happily devouring a plate of pancakes.  I put the phone down on the table next to my plate. 
 
    “How do you eat like that and look like that?” I wave my hand at her. 
 
    She looks over at me.  “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    “I work out five times a week, Brooke.  You barely walk a block unless the streets are backed up and you’re gonna be late.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes.  Brooke is shorter than me, at five foot seven, with a curly black shoulder length bob and almond shaped green eyes.  She’s wearing her glasses today, complaining her contacts are drying out her eyeballs.  She wears them well.  Men still stare at her.  “You cannot distract me.” 
 
    “How is the case going?” I try to change the subject again because I’m tired of discussing my stupid ass ex-boyfriend. 
 
    “Screw the case.  What are you going to do about Lance?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I shrug. 
 
    “Nothing? That asshole needs another punch to his stupid face.” 
 
    I sigh.  “He’s not worth it, Brooke.” 
 
    “How many times has he called now,” she looks at my cell as it pings again.  But it is face down so I can’t see the message.  “He won’t give up, loser.” 
 
    I pick up the phone, telling her, “I’m blocking him.” 
 
    My heart jumps, the text isn’t from Lance.  It’s from Adam. 
 
      
 
    Adam: Do you know how many boxing gyms that train MMA fighters there are in this city? 
 
      
 
    Why on earth is he asking me that?  Oh God, is he going to try to find me?  Despite telling myself to forget about the other night, I’m not gonna lie and say I haven’t thought about Adam.  A lot.  But it would be stupid to dwell on him, not to mention I was swearing off men.  They can all go to hell.  But I find myself quickly responding.  To keep him off my back, obviously.  
 
      
 
    Me: I didn’t text him  
 
    Adam: Seems he wasn’t the only one 
 
    Me: I turned off my phone, I’m fine.  No need to check up on me 
 
      
 
    “Who are you texting?” Brooke demands. 
 
    “No one,” I say putting it in my back pocket.  “Not Lance,” I tell her to stop her questioning me.  I told her about being rescued by a guy at the club so I didn’t get thrown out when I punched Lance, but I didn’t go into any greater detail than that or tell her he’d given me his number.  “I don’t want to talk about him anymore, Brooke.” 
 
    She gives me a sympathetic look, knowing my track record with men isn’t great but this was the worst yet. “Girls night tonight?  I’ll need it after court.” 
 
    “McAllister’s?  Or home?” I ask. 
 
    “The bar,” she decides.  “When I tell Lou, he’ll lose his shit and next time Lance shows his face, he’ll whack him with his baseball bat.” 
 
    “I do not want Lou, or anyone else for that matter, fighting my battles.  I am perfectly capable of handling this.  I am handling this.  Lance is gone, through, finito, he has no further impact on my life.” 
 
    Brooke side eyed me, her fork paused halfway from the plate.  She must like what she sees because she nods and pushes the food into her mouth.  Besides, I could do without Lou getting involved.  Brooke isn’t wrong when she says he would hit Lance with a bat.  Lou is a retired fire-fighter and was best friends with dad since middle school.  When my dad died, Lou took to looking out for me.  He own’s the bar where we hang out. 
 
    “I have to go,” Brooke says looking at her watch.  “You gonna be okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell her.  I’m saying that a lot.  “I’m gonna get an hour in at Sam’s then go to work.  Everything else is forgotten, I promise.” 
 
    She eyes me, then taps my hand.  “Eight okay?” 
 
    I nod.  She hands me cash for breakfast, we’ve stopped arguing with each other about who pays and just alternate now.  I say goodbye and watch her leave.  So do a few other people, men mostly.  I pay the bill and head out to Sam’s.  I don’t need to be at the office until ten today because my boss has been out of town.  She lets me keep a schedule that fits around hers, rather than a regular nine to five.  Especially as a lot of the time we end up working till closer to seven anyway. 
 
    Sam greets me as I walk into the gym, it doesn’t take him long to notice my knuckles.  I iced them again when I got home, it helped with the swelling but not the bruises and redness.   
 
    He grabs it and looks at it, making sure not to squeeze but he knows how I got it.  
 
    “I hit Lance,” I tell him and watch his eyes widen, then he grins.  He never liked Lance.  “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Well, can’t say I’m pleased about this, you know better than to go bare knuckle,” he taps my wrist, then he winks. “I hope you did some damage.” 
 
    “His nose may be a little bit broken.” 
 
    He chuckles, then the angry coach is back.  “No hitting the bag today, that needs to heal.” 
 
    “I know, Sam.  I’m probably just gonna do some conditioning anyway. And yes, I took painkillers.” 
 
    He grunts and pats my shoulder.  “Bout time you dumped that dick.”   
 
    He walks away and climbs up into the biggest of the three rings in the gym to discuss a workout with Joey, one of the pro MMA fighters who trains here with Sam.  I head towards the weight room.  It is out of Sam’s sight so he won’t notice when I actually ignore his advice.  I need to hit something.  I tape up my hands and grab my gloves from my duffel.  Another lady comes in, she’s new, we don’t really know each other but we say hi anyway.  She usually comes to the self-defence classes one of the retired fighters runs so I’m surprised to see her here.  
 
    I get to work on the bag, picturing Lance’s face. I may tell everyone he’s forgotten but it’s really not that simple.  I was in a committed, or so I thought, happy relationship with a guy who made me laugh and was attentive.  I still couldn’t figure out what came over him to make him do that while I was there with him.  I had no desire to hear him explain it either, there really was no way to explain that. I go at the bag harder than I should, I can feel my knuckles throbbing but don’t stop.  I’m so damn sick of men.     
 
    “Looks like you need to let off some steam.” 
 
    I wipe my brow with my forearm.  I’ve worked up quite a sweat, my hair is clinging to my neck and forehead.  The woman is sitting on a bench, having just put some kettle bells away.   
 
    “Men,” I grunt, and she gives me a knowing look.  I don’t need to explain any more. 
 
    It’s time to stop.  My hand is killing me and Sam will break my neck if he sees.  I bite the strap and undo it, pulling off my glove.  The tape beneath it is covered in blood.  Shit. 
 
    “Jeez,” the woman says.  “He must be a total dick.” 
 
    I laugh.  “Yeah.  But I’m sure I broke his nose.” 
 
    “Good for you,” she gets up.  “I’m Megan.”   
 
    I introduce myself and she watches me drop my gloves in my bag, then unravel the tape.  My knuckles are black and there is a cut across the middle two.  Megan tells me to hold on then goes and grabs a first aid kit from behind reception.  She comes back with peroxide and bandages and cleans it up.  I wonder if she is a nurse she does it so well. 
 
    “You’re good enough to fight,” she says and reddens a little.  “Sorry, I’ve been watching.  I’m kind of overwhelmed here, all those big guys,” she laughs nervously.   
 
    I look over at her as I tidy up the mess, making sure to hide the bloody tissues so Sam won’t find them.  “No one will bother you,” I tell her.  “Sam doesn’t let them.  All of the guys are very respectful.  There have only been a couple of oglers, but the others set them straight pretty quick, you don’t need to worry.” 
 
    She nods.  “Would you ever fight?” 
 
    “That’s not why I come here,” I tell her.  “I just like it, it’s empowering.  I’m not really a Zumba or yoga kind of girl.  Plus, I can hit dickhead boyfriends.” 
 
    She smiles a little then looks at the floor.  I wonder why she comes to the self-defence class.  Ricky the trainer says there is an eclectic group.  He never asks but he’s sure there are some women who’ve been attacked in some way.  I would never outright ask and Megan doesn’t seem to want to share.   
 
    “I have to get to work,” I tell her.  “But I’m here early most mornings if it makes you feel more comfortable around here.  I could maybe show you some stuff.  I’m not a trainer but think I’ve learned a thing or two from Sam.” 
 
    “That would be really great,” she says, a smile lighting up her face.  I notice a scar beneath her eye.  “I can only make a Friday,” she says with a little shrug. 
 
    “I’ll be here at seven thirty,” I tell her.  She thanks me and I head out to the women’s locker room to take a shower.  I manage to avoid Sam so he doesn’t see my bandaged hand.  It’s still throbbing but I have Tylenol in my desk at work. 
 
    After dressing in a slim camel coloured skirt and white blouse, I quickly blow out my long, wavy brown hair and put on some mascara and lip gloss.  Joey whistles as I walk toward the exit, Sam kicks him and Joey grunts but holds up a hand in apology.  I laugh as I walk out but notice Megan looking over at Joey apprehensively.  I’ll let her know Friday Joey won’t bother her, as big and bad looking as he is, Joey is a sweetheart.   
 
    I walk to work because traffic is at a standstill, I don’t mind the walk, even after the workout.  I love living in New York and despite the hustle and bustle of early morning commuters, I’m in my element here. 
 
    The reception is quiet when I arrive.  We’re a small company consisting of myself, in the role of office manager and executive assistant. Izzy who is the boss, a receptionist, the finance guy and a couple of junior admin staff.  I notice a commotion in the kitchen and head over.  Beatrice, the receptionist is beaming, and Kayleigh and Fawn are squealing with delight.  Simon, the finance guy is stood in the corner with a mug of coffee looking bewildered.  He notices me and raises his brows.   
 
    “Jenna, look!” Fawn, the office junior cries.  Beatrice spins around, a huge smile on her face as she thrusts her hand out to me.  The engagement ring is huge.  She has been dating a stockbroker for the last eighteen months.  I congratulate her genuinely pleased.   
 
    Simon makes me a coffee and passes it over.  He tells me Izzy called and will be arriving within the hour and leaves the giddy females behind.  I thank him and tell the others to head back to work but congratulate Beatrice again with a quick hug. 
 
    Turning the lights on in my office, I toss my workout bag on the sofa by the window, then slip out of my heels.  The carpet is plush beneath my bare feet, it may be a small team but it’s highly successful and Izzy has done a lot to make this place like a home away from home for us all.  Turning on my computer, I check the voicemails, nothing of importance but one client has left three messages this morning.  I sip my coffee and sit down, my knuckles ache so I take out the painkillers and swallow two down with my coffee.   
 
    A text comes through from Izzy, saying her ETA is ten minutes.  I head back to the kitchen to make her a peppermint tea.  Izzy does not do caffeine.  She is way too buzzed on life.  I’ve never met anyone so positive.  
 
    I head to her office and turn everything on.  I know when she is here from the sound of Beatrice squealing.  I set down the drink and open the blinds letting in lots of light.  
 
    “Morning sunshine,” Izzy says coming into the room.  She drops her purse behind the desk, gives me a kiss on the cheek and swoops up her tea, taking a sip, eyes closed like it’s the best thing to pass her lips.  “You’re a doll,” she says then frowns at my fist.  I hide my hand. 
 
    “Maurice has left three messages, it’s been a whole twenty-four hours since he heard from you,” I fill her in, trying to draw away her attention from my hand. “Want me to deal with it.” 
 
    She sits, her lips pursed.  “No, he’s been with me since the start.  I should deal with it.” 
 
    I nod and sit down opposite her.  She takes out her laptop and powers it on.  “I’ve got some stuff that needs transcribing, a few meetings I need arranged and we need to get on with the book tour for Elle.  She’s thinking about going as far as Europe this time.” 
 
    Elle George is one of our biggest clients.  She’s been writing for years and has never shown any interest in leaving the States, despite extensive touring when she has a new novel coming out. It’s my responsibility to arrange the travel, accommodation and venues for the tour.   
 
    “I know, right,” Izzy laughs at my look. 
 
    Izzy Cartwright has been a literary agent for twenty-three years.  She started out as an intern and worked her way up to owning her own company.  It’s pretty prestigious with a small number of authors, but they’re all extremely successful.  Izzy would never hear anyone say it’s down to her, she doesn’t write the books after all, but everyone knows without her skills and contacts and ability to push for publishing deals, the authors on our books wouldn’t be anywhere near as successful as they are now. 
 
    At forty-six, she still looks in her thirties. She is clean living, exercises regularly.  She dresses elegantly but not in an overstated ‘it took me hours to put this together’ kind of way.  She is usually draped in beautiful silk blouses and cigar pants, no jewellery or make-up. 
 
    “I’ll send all the details so you can get started.  I’ll call Maurice after some time with this beautiful light.”   
 
    I get up to go back to my office.   
 
    “Jenna.”  She stops me, I look back.  “Lance called me.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She nods.  “I knew you dating my nephew was a bad idea.  What happened?” 
 
    “He hooked up with some random chick in a club.” 
 
    “Prick,” Izzy grunts.   
 
    “While I was there.”  
 
    Her mouth drops open.  “That little cock weasel.  You can do better, honey, forget his ass, he’s just like my brother,” she shakes her head angrily. 
 
    “Not sure there are any better,” I tell her, used to the way she speaks when she doesn’t have her professional face on. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to consider a change,” she laughs with an eyebrow wiggle.  Izzy is a lesbian and has been married to her wife for eight years.  They’re happy together.   
 
    “Not sure I’m ready for that drastic a change just yet,” I tell her.  “Unfortunately, I like the D too much,” I laugh. 
 
    “Don’t knock it till you try it,” she winks. 
 
    “Spend your time with the sun,” I tell her with another laugh “Then call Maurice before he shows up here!”  
 
    “On it,” she waves her hand at me.  
 
    I spend the day working on Elle’s book tour, speaking to her on the phone to plan and she agrees to come in to go over the possibility of a European tour.  I’m excited about that, she’ll be the first client to do it.  Izzy travels with the authors a lot but given she’s needed here too, going with Elle to Europe might be too much of a stretch away from the office for her.  Perhaps she’ll let me go.  It would be nice to get away for a while. 
 
    Later, after filling Izzy in on everything, I sit with her to discuss some of the other work she has lined up and hear all about her forty-five-minute phone call with Maurice, after which she sadly shakes her head muttering about cutting him loose. I head out just after six.  I have two hours to eat, change and get to McAllister’s to meet Brooke.   
 
    Lance tried to contact me a few more times today.  I never did block his number.  I want it to stop, so when I get home, have a quick shower and change, I sit with a glass of wine at the reading nook in my apartment and grab my phone.   
 
      
 
    Me: We are over, Lance. Stop texting and calling.  And leave Izzy out of it.  I won’t forgive or forget 
 
      
 
    The punch should have given him an idea about how I feel.  I send it, then block him.  I delete his contact details too, luckily he hadn’t left many of his personal belongings here, just a toothbrush and a couple of t-shirts that went straight into the garbage shoot.  I scroll up and see Adam’s name.  It’s the first contact in my list.  My lip curls into a small smile as I look out into the darkened sky.  It’s never really that dark in the city but it’s true what they say, New York city never sleeps. 
 
    At the bar later, Brooke allows me a half hour to drown my sorrows. Despite me trying to convince everyone I am over it, I’m clearly not but only because I feel like an idiot, not because I loved the asshole. Then she tells me to wipe Lance from my memory.  We get drunk, we sing and dance and the regulars join in.  Lou watches me with suspicious eyes.  I let Brooke tell him a watered-down version of the situation and watch him write Lance’s name on the list of people barred from his place.  If Lance shows his face here, he’ll get thrown out on his ass by anyone who sees him.  It makes me laugh.  I’m lucky to have people like this in my life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
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    “You did great,” I tell Megan after I’ve put her through her paces.  I tried to emulate what I’ve learnt from Sam, pushing her, but not too hard.  Sam watched us for a bit, giving me an approving nod.   
 
    Megan sits down next to the punching bag out in the main gym and looks over at the rings.  They’re busy, as always, a couple of the guys have fights coming up.  She’s worked up quite a sweat.  I hand her a water bottle and tell her to hydrate.  I notice she doesn’t seem to drink too much.  It’s dangerous not to. 
 
    “I get the feeling I’m going to be sore tomorrow,” she laughs.  “You really ramped it up.” 
 
    “Hydration will help with that too.  Stretch out, like I showed you.  Don’t sit longer than a couple of hours without moving your muscles, at least until they get used to it.” 
 
    “You’re good at this,” she says after taking my advice and downing half the bottle.  I nod, happy to see that.   
 
    It’s been three weeks since I started working out with Megan.  She comes in twice a week and I can already see her muscle tone improving as well as her confidence which makes me happy.  She still takes the self-defence class with Ricky too.  I’ve enjoyed training with her, between this and being busy at work it’s taken my mind off anything else.  Lance tried to contact me again via Izzy because I’d blocked him, but she stopped passing anything on and I’m fairly sure gave him a piece of her mind.  Flowers came a couple of times but I gave them to Fawn and Bea who appreciated them a hell of a lot more than I did.  He eventually gave up.   
 
    Megan is still pretty tight lipped about her circumstances but I get the feeling she is through whatever the bad situation was, picking up the pieces, setting herself up to never be in that position again.  We get along well and she’s been to McAllister’s a couple of times with Brooke and me.  She doesn’t drink though, always sticks to soda or water.   
 
    I have a rare day off so a long weekend awaits.  I’m looking forward to doing some reading, I’ve planned a spa session with my old college roommate and dinner with the guys from work on Sunday.  But tonight, I have a date with the bathtub and a bottle of wine.  
 
    I’ve filled up the glass, have the bottle and head to the bathroom wearing just my robe.  I light some scented candles, check the temperature and am about to drop my robe when my phone vibrates.  I should ignore it, this is my time to relax.  But it could be work.  I scrunch up my nose, undecided.  I should have left it in my bedroom.  I take a quick peak and am surprised to see it’s from Adam.  I haven’t heard from him since I let him know I was okay nearly a month ago and never expected to hear from him.  I’m surprised at the reaction, my heart leaps a little.  I scold myself and put the phone down, drop my robe and get in the bath.  Sipping my wine I close my eyes.  All the text said was, ‘Hey Slugger, how are those knuckles?’ 
 
    The knuckles are fine.  Sam admonished me for working them too soon but he knows what I’m like and eventually let up.  I try to relax and stop thinking about Adam.  In all honesty I haven’t thought about him for a week or two.  I didn’t want to admit he had entered my head at times but you can’t lie to yourself.  
 
    Opening my eyes I look at the phone.  Why is he messaging me now?  I don’t get it.  I bite my lip, trying to talk myself into ignoring it, but I can’t.  I dry my hand off on a hand towel and pull the phone over, looking at the message again.  What the hell, it’s harmless. 
 
      
 
    Me: All healed, thanks 
 
      
 
    I put it down.  What else is there to say?  I drink more wine.  Another text comes.  I grab the phone quickly, sloshing the bath water.  “Get a grip, Jenna,” I chastise myself.   
 
      
 
    Adam: How is Lance? 
 
    Me: I wouldn’t know 
 
    Adam: Good girl 
 
      
 
    Good girl?  Seriously?  I try to be a little angry but a part of me doesn’t want to be offended.  I don’t know how to reply to that, so I don’t but I’m no longer setting the phone back down.  I’m staring at it.  The typing dots don’t appear though and I feel stupid for staring at the phone so put it down.  The bathwater eventually gets cold and I’ve downed two glasses of wine.  I get out and pat myself dry.  I catch a look at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the back of the door. 
 
    Lance always told me how much he loved my body.  Yeah, I box, I work out five times a week but I’m not overly muscular, I’m toned, I have a flat stomach with just a hint of definition in my abs.  I never want that hard, visible muscle.  I want to remain feminine despite being fit and the way I choose to do it.  I’ve always had decent breasts, gotten more than my share of compliments on them and my legs too.  So why did he go with that skank?  I shake my head grabbing my robe and going to my bedroom to change into shorts and a camisole.  It’s not too late so I grab the current book I’m reading and head to my cosy reading nook.  I lean back on the eclectic pile of cushions and wrap a blanket around my knees, opening the book.  I’ve always preferred a paper or hard back book to an e-reader.  I love the smell of the pages not the hard screen of a tablet.   
 
    I’m well into it when I get another text.  I need to get up to reach my phone and hesitate.  I don’t want to be too eager if it’s him.  But I bookmark my page and get up.  Standing in the middle of my living room I smile when I see his name. 
 
      
 
    Adam: What are you doing tonight?   
 
      
 
    Oh God, is he going to ask me out?  I’m not sure I’m ready for that.  And what is he going to think when I say I’m in my pj’s reading a book.  But what difference does it make what I’m doing? I work hard, I deserve this down time. 
 
      
 
    Adam:  I’m in a hotel room in LA contemplating the meaning of life 
 
    Me:  You’re in LA? 
 
    Adam: Yeah, with work, here for a few days 
 
      
 
    Okay good, he’s not going to ask me out.  Or is that good?  Stop it, Jenna!  I glance at my watch, it’s almost ten PM, LA is three hours earlier than the East coast, so it’s early in the evening there.   
 
      
 
    Me: How is the contemplating going? 
 
    Adam: My brain is refusing to play ball 
 
    Me: Maybe you should go to sleep 
 
    Adam: Is that your way of telling me you don’t want to talk? 
 
    Me: No…I have time to talk 
 
      
 
    I bite my nail.  What am I doing?  I go back to the reading nook, wrap the blanket around me and look through the window.  I see people in the apartment building next door.  Some hazy from behind blinds and curtains, some sitting watching TV, there is a kid playing a video game, moving wildly so his chair wheels back and forth.  
 
      
 
    Adam: So why boxing? 
 
    Me: No particular reason.  A friend of a friend got me into it 
 
    Adam: Do you actually fight? 
 
    Me: No, I just like punching the crap out of a bag, I couldn’t fight a person 
 
    Adam: Except Lance 
 
    Me: Yeah, but he deserved it 
 
    Adam: How long did you date? 
 
    Me: Five months or thereabout 
 
    Adam: Well, his loss 
 
    Me: I have been thinking about getting into becoming a trainer though 
 
    Adam: I’m sure the MMA fighters would love that 
 
    Me: Not men, other women.  It’s a good skill for women to have 
 
    Adam: What are the guys like there, bet they hit on you all the time 
 
      
 
    I pause for a second.  It sounds a lot like he’s fishing to find out about my love life.   
 
      
 
    Adam: Don’t overthink it, Slugger.   We’re just chatting 
 
    Me: I wasn’t, I was getting another glass of wine 
 
    Adam: Ah, so you’re drinking…Alone? 
 
    Me: Does that matter? 
 
    Adam: Just wondering if I have your full attention 
 
      
 
    Oh God…I grab myself another wine.  I decide to answer his earlier question 
 
      
 
    Me:  The guys at the gym are all perfect gentlemen, plus there are gym rules 
 
    Adam: What are the rules? 
 
    Me: No hitting on the female members 
 
    Adam: Does that really stop them?  I don’t think it would stop me 
 
    Me: Then Sam would throw you out 
 
    Adam: Sam looks out for the ladies? 
 
    Me: Sam is a good guy.  He’s in his sixties, opened the gym thirty years ago 
 
      
 
    Why do I need to explain Sam isn’t competition?  I down the wine.  I’m getting a little buzzed.  Is he flirting with me?  Am I reading too much into this?  My mind goes to his body, his blue eyes, the way he looked after me and how my body reacted when he touched me. 
 
      
 
    Adam: Good to know. I have an early start tomorrow.  It was nice chatting, Slugger 
 
    Me: Do you have to continue calling me that? 
 
    Adam: Yup.  G’nite…Slugger 
 
    Me: Goodnight 
 
      
 
    I chuckle a little at him not stopping with the nickname.  The chat ends there.  I wonder why he even bothered contacting me.  I re-read the conversation.  He asked me a lot of questions.  I didn’t ask him any.  And I answered all of his, except whether I was alone or not but I’m pretty sure he figured I am.  I toss my phone and try to read again but my mind keeps going back to Adam.  What kind of work does he do that would take him to LA?  
 
    I shake him from my head, give up reading for pleasure and head to my home office to start reading Maurice’s latest book.  Izzy isn’t convinced, he hasn’t put anything out in nearly five years and as much as she hates to say it, he takes up too much of her time and isn’t putting anything out.  She wants me to read it before she decides finally what to do with him.  I get my head lost in it, pushing out thoughts of dreamy blue eyes. 
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    “I don’t want to say it, Iz.” 
 
    “It’s crap.” 
 
    “Not all crap.” 
 
    “Crap.  Ada read it over the weekend too.  She agrees.” 
 
    “I have a hard time believing Ada said crap,” I laugh.  Her wife, Ada is one of the most strait-laced people I’ve ever met.  She never curses, which is always a surprise to people that she is with Izzy because Izzy cusses like a sailor on the regular. 
 
    Izzy closes her eyes and rubs them.  “I may have got sentimental over him, he was my first client but he’s draining the life out of me and the publishers are getting pissed.  He’s costing them money.” 
 
    “We can work with him,” I suggest to her.  “He won’t be the first.  We’ve turned them around before now.” 
 
    “It’s been five years,” she lets out a huge breath and sips her green tea.  “Writers block and subpar work is not making anyone happy.  We can’t write the books for him.  I need to make the hard decision.”  She slaps the palms of her hands against her thighs, coming to her decision.  “Set up a meeting,” she says.  “Later in the week though, I can do without it for the next few days.  Get Beatrice to screen his calls too.” 
 
    “You okay, Iz?” I asked after a few moments.  She looks tired.  There is a long pause before she finally answers me. 
 
    “Ada is sick.” 
 
    “Oh no, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Run down, no appetite, abdominal pains and vomiting.” 
 
    “Stomach flu?” I suggest. 
 
    “Probably,” she waves distractedly.  “Go set up that meeting and why don’t you pick us up some lunch, I feel like a Reuben.” 
 
    “Sure Iz, let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    I leave the office, feeling uneasy.  Izzy would never normally eat a Reuben sandwich, way too much fat.  But I don’t question her further, she doesn’t seem like she wants to talk.   
 
    After work, I meet Brooke and Megan at McAllister’s. Megan started hanging out with us more regularly a couple of weeks ago, she gets on with Brooke too. They’re already there at one of the booth’s laughing.  I go say hi to Lou and he pours me a draft beer and fills a bowl with peanuts for me.  I munch on them as I ask how his wife, Julie is.  We catch up for a while and I notice a couple of guys going over to the booth where Megan and Brooke sit.   
 
    “Want me to get rid of them?” 
 
    “Relax, Lou, they’re not doing any harm.” 
 
    “Yet,” he narrows his eyes.  I laugh, get off my stool and walk over.  Megan and Brooke greet me.  Brooke introduces me to the two guys.  I nod my head and slide into the booth. 
 
    “You girls come here often?” the dark haired one called Miles asks. 
 
    Brooke laughs, she’s tipsy.  “Dude, really?” 
 
    He laughs too, he isn’t at all self-conscious.  “Can we buy you girls a pitcher or two?” 
 
    “Sure, why not,” Brooke smiles.  The two men go to the bar.  “The quiet one seems into you, Meg.” 
 
    Megan nods but she’s staring at the table.  I watch her for a second but don’t say anything, I’ll keep an eye on that.  When the men come back, we scoot over so they can fit in the booth on either end, penning us in.  Megan fidgets next to the blond guy called Jason.  He tries to make small talk with her while Miles and Brooke flirt.  I’m sat between them drinking my beer feeling a little like a third wheel.  Brooke can talk to just about anyone and Miles pours her another beer.  I ask if he can excuse me so I can go to the bathroom and Miles can get closer to Brooke.  After I use the bathroom and wash my hands I look at my reflection.  I don’t want a guy, I’m happy being single.   
 
    As if he knows my thoughts, I get a text. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
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    Adam: How’s my favourite lady boxer? 
 
      
 
    I catch myself smiling again.  Another woman comes into the bathroom and glances at me.  I nod, recognising her as a regular.  I lean my butt against the counter.   
 
      
 
    Me: Can’t complain 
 
    Adam: Still alone? 
 
    Me: Nope.  In a bar with some friends 
 
    Adam: Ah, I’ll let you get back to them 
 
    Me: It’s okay, couple of guys are buying them some drinks 
 
    Adam: And what are you doing? 
 
    Me: Keeping out of the way 
 
    Adam: Why? 
 
     Me: They’re not my type 
 
    Adam: Oh yeah, what’s your type? 
 
    Me: Right now, no one 
 
    Adam: Everyone has a type 
 
    Me: What’s yours? 
 
    Adam: Hot, scrappy, long brown hair, nice legs 
 
      
 
    I look at my reflection again.  Doesn’t mean me, he doesn’t mean me.   
 
      
 
    Me: That’s pretty particular, you’re missing out on a lot with that specific a type 
 
    Adam: We want what we want 
 
    Me: What does that mean? 
 
      
 
    He goes quiet, leaving me confused.  The woman flushes and comes out, looking at me on my phone.  I wash my hands again and leave the bathrooms in time to see Megan freaking out.  Jason is standing next to the booth as she pushes him.  I’ve clearly been training her right because when she pushes, he stumbles back and almost falls down.  I hurry over and look at Megan, her eyes are wet like she’s about to cry. 
 
    “What happened?” I ask Brooke.  Miles is moving out of the booth looking like a deer in the headlights.  He grabs Jason’s arm and indicates with his head.  They both leave.  “Megan?” 
 
    “I just need a minute,” she goes to the bathroom. 
 
    “Brooke?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says, her brows furrowed.  “They were just talking, seemed to be getting along okay, I was focused on Miles, I didn’t see that he did anything wrong.  Is she okay?” 
 
    “I’ll go check,” I turn and hold up my hand letting Lou know everything is okay.  Brooke gets up and goes to the bar as I walk to the bathroom.  Megan is leaning against the counter looking at herself.  It smells like vomit.  “Hey,” I rub her back and she flinches.  “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she straightens up after splashing her face with water.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I look at her and she knows I am but doesn’t say anything or make any eye contact.  I don’t touch her again but smile gently letting her know I’m here if she needs to talk.  When she still doesn’t say anything I offer to drive her home.  She nods quietly.   
 
    After telling Brooke we’re calling it a night she wishes Megan goodnight and stays with Lou.  I drive Megan home, she has to give me directions.  Her place isn’t in the best of areas and I worry about her as she thanks me and goes to get out of the car. 
 
    “Meg, if you ever need to talk,” I tell her.  She nods, but still hasn’t made eye contact.  I watch until she’s safely inside then drive home.  I call Brooke to check on her on the way home and tell her Meg’s safe at home now. 
 
    “Lou said he touched her.” 
 
    “Who touched her?” 
 
    “Jason, he only touched Megan’s arm and she flipped.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “You said she was taking those self-defence classes?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I blow out a breath.  “I suspected something but she won’t talk about it.” 
 
    “Give her time,” Brooke says.  She has worked with victims of abuse before and knows how hard it is for them to open up.  “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good, gonna head home to bed.  Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, babe.” 
 
    I hang up and drive home.  I pour myself a drink and sit down to think about the nights events.  I worry about Megan but find some solace in the fact I’m teaching her some of the skills she needs to take care of herself, but that won’t help her with what is going on inside her head. I don’t know how I can help with that.  
 
    I notice the notification light on my phone is flashing and pick it up.  There are four messages from Adam.   
 
      
 
    Adam: It means I’ve kissed a lot of frogs 
 
    Adam: Who don’t have brown hair and nice legs 
 
    Adam: You there? 
 
    Adam: Okay, I guess I’ll leave you to your night 
 
      
 
    Damn.  I look up at the ceiling.  He clearly thinks I’m blowing him off.  I don’t want him to think that.  It’s the first time he’s given me something personal.  I wonder what he means about kissing frogs.  He’s for sure a good-looking guy.  Probably the best-looking guy I’ve ever met.  I don’t understand what he is doing texting me like this.  What does it mean? 
 
      
 
    Me: Sorry, something came up, I didn’t mean to disappear 
 
      
 
    Nothing happens.  I have an early start tomorrow.  Elle is coming in to meet me to discuss her impending book tour.  I head to the bathroom and brush my teeth getting ready for bed.  I’m just drifting off to sleep when my phone vibrates. 
 
      
 
    Adam: No worries 
 
      
 
    I sit up, drawing my knees to my chest, sitting in the dark.  At least he replied, but it doesn’t leave much room for a response. I take a deep breath then start to type. 
 
      
 
    Me: I have this friend, we only met recently.  She comes to my gym.  She saw me training, we got to talking and she asked me to teach her.  I guess that’s where my role of ‘trainer’ has come from.  I’m enjoying it, she is doing great, and Sam thinks I’d make a good coach, I’m not so sure but I’m trying…  Something happened tonight.  I was texting with you and when I came back she was freaking out at this guy, she was white as a sheet, scared and then she puked.  She won’t open up and I don’t know how to deal with it.  I want to help her, more than just teaching her how to hit a bag… Sorry, I don’t know where this is coming from, guess I just needed to speak about it with someone.  Feel free to tell me this is getting too heavy and if you don’t want to chat anymore I’ll understand.   
 
      
 
    I hover my finger over the send button.  Does he really want to hear this?  It’s not like he has any obligation to respond, it’s not like I’ll miss it too much if he doesn’t.  I think.  But this is definitely way deeper than anything we’ve talked about before and it may push him away.  Maybe that’s what I want, maybe talking with him is scaring me.  
 
    I put the phone down and look up at the ceiling.  Fuck it.  Before I can think about it anymore than I already am, I hit send and close my eyes.  
 
    I’m surprised after a few minutes to see the dots dancing to show me he is typing back. 
 
      
 
    Adam: That’s pretty heavy Jenna.  I’m not gonna lie, I don’t know how to help with that… Listen, I have something I have to do right now but I don’t want to stop talking ok?  I’ll be working late so can’t talk tonight.  How about we talk at the weekend?  I’m travelling and have commitments I can’t get out of.  I have to go now so won’t be able to answer anymore.  Don’t spend too much time thinking, it’s late and you should sleep x 
 
      
 
    I breathe out a sigh of relief when I see his answer.  I wonder what he’s doing and where he is going.  I feel better about it, he replied at least.  It’s also the first time he’s actually called me by my name and I don’t want to read too much into that kiss at the end of his message.  As I drift into sleep, I also think he hasn’t been horrible about it but telling me he’ll chat at the weekend doesn’t necessarily mean he’s going to.  
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    “Really? Are you serious?” 
 
    Elle and Izzy both smile at my incredulous face.  I actually don’t know what to say right now.  They want me to go on the book tour, the US part for now, it’s still up in the air if Elle wants to do Europe.  I’m completely speechless. 
 
    “I have so much going on here it wouldn’t be right for me to leave, you’re the next best thing to having me there.” 
 
    I look from Izzy back to Elle.  She smiles at me.  She’s in her late thirties but is young at heart and fun loving and she is partial to a good old dirty joke now and then.  I think it will be fun going on the road with her.   
 
    “I’ve seen the itinerary you’ve come up with and it looks good,” Izzy says.  “Go ahead and get the accommodation bookings changed for you instead of me.  We need to get you guys out to the first destination for Monday.” 
 
    “That’s only three days.” 
 
    “You knew that Jen,” Izzy laughs at me. 
 
    “Right,” I laugh, of course I do, I planned it.  I thought it would be Izzy heading out in three days’ time. 
 
    I thank them both and am almost giddy when I leave her office.  I haven’t travelled much in my twenty-four years, the occasional trip to New Jersey or Long Island to the beach, and once my parents took me to Virginia Beach for the week, but I’ve never left the east coast.   
 
    This book tour would travel right across the United States all the way to Los Angeles.  That makes me think of Adam.  I don’t know if he is still in LA or somewhere else.  Weirdly I wanted to tell him.  And that thought dampened my mood. 
 
    It’s been over a week since my long message about Megan, he said he would text last weekend, but he didn’t.  I was disappointed, upset and then angry, then told myself I knew sending that message might push him away.  Maybe I wanted to stop the chatting.  But I was kidding myself.  I don’t want it to stop, but I made it stop getting way too heavy.  
 
    I’m heading on a six-week book tour of the United States and that is all I can think about.  I quickly call Brooke to tell her.  She screams down the phone at me.  She knows how much I want this and how excited I am.  I think about Megan when I hang up.  We trained as usual this morning, she was quieter but didn’t elaborate on what happened at the bar.  I didn’t push her.  When she thanked me, it seemed like it was about more than just the session but I have to wait for her to talk to me. 
 
    “Knock, knock,” Izzy taps the doorframe. 
 
    “Hey, Iz,” I look up from the computer screen, I’m going through all the hotels changing the booking from her name to mine.   
 
    “Exciting huh?” she takes a seat on my sofa, smiling tiredly. 
 
    “Very, I’ve been waiting for this for so long.” 
 
    “I know, doll.  You’re gonna do great.” 
 
    I look over at her.  “You okay, Iz?” 
 
    “Yes…I just can’t really go out of town right now.” 
 
    I get up and walk over to the sofa and sit beside her.  I have worked with Izzy for five years.  I did an internship with her while I was in college and she took me on straight after graduation.  I know her and something is wrong.   
 
    “It’s Ada,” she looks over at me sadly.  “She has cancer.” 
 
    My hand rushes up to my face.  “Oh God, Izzy, I’m so sorry.  Is it treatable, she’s going to be okay right?” 
 
    “The prognosis looks good with chemo, maybe some radiation, but it’s going to be a long road, she’s gonna get really tired, she’ll need me a lot more.” 
 
    I take her hand.  “That’s good news about the prognosis.” 
 
    “Yes… yes it is.  Doll, I’m going to need to rely on you quite a bit.” 
 
    “Of course, whatever you need, Iz.  I’m here.” 
 
    She pats my hand.  “For now, things are in the early stages, go with Elle, promote the ass out of this book and make us a ton of money,” she laughs.  “I’ll look for another assistant while you’re gone and when you come back we’ll get you set up with more responsibility.  You’ll be compensated.” 
 
    “I don’t need any more money, Iz.  I just want to help.” 
 
    “It’s a promotion, it comes with a better package.  And I love you,” she puts a hand on my cheek.  “You’re the daughter I never had.”  She doesn’t cry but I do.  Izzy cuffs my ear and tells me to stop it then laughs and hugs me.   
 
    “Get out of here and get your shit together, you have a flight to catch on Monday.” 
 
    I watch her leaving and my heart breaks for her.  I close my eyes hoping with everything I have that Ada is okay. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
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    We had been to Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Columbus and were just about ready to leave Indianapolis heading to Chicago, just over three weeks into the tour.  So far it has been a whirlwind but it has been amazing, the best experience of my life.  Elle is a dream client and we are having a great time on a personal level too.  Her assistant researcher, Kevin, who travels everywhere with her, often came out with us.  He is nice, a little stiff and nervous initially but the more time he spent actually hanging out with us, the more he loosened up and even started flirting with me. 
 
    It was nice, he was sweet and the total opposite of guys I usually date.  Not that we are dating but every so often, Elle would leave us alone and go up to bed.  We talk a lot, he grew up in Meriden, Connecticut and has a degree in English Literature.  He met Elle early on in her career when she was a struggling writer.  They became friends, nothing more, he assured me with a smile.   
 
    “Looking forward to Chicago?” he asks on our last night in Indianapolis in the hotel bar. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I can’t wait.  I want to see the Sky deck and take a cruise on the Chicago River. And Millennium Park and Sears Tower.  I know we don’t have much time but I want to try and squeeze in as much as I can.” 
 
    He laughs at my enthusiasm, I slap at his arm.  He looks at my hand, it is the first time I have physically touched him and I can see the affect it is having.  
 
    “You know, the river cruise at night is great.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says with a smile.  “Maybe we could go together?” 
 
    “That would be nice,” I smile back.   
 
    My phone pings.  “Oh excuse me a second,” I tell him picking it up.  Kevin turns away and has some of his beer. My heart thunders when I see who the text is from.  I put the phone back down on the table.  “No one important,” I tell him.   
 
    We talk a little more but it is getting late and I’ve lost the ability to hold a conversation.  I’m so mad.  Out of nowhere four weeks after his last text, now he decides to get in touch.   
 
    He can go screw himself.   
 
    “Jenna, everything okay?” 
 
    “What?” I look at Kevin.  “Oh yeah, I’m fine, just tired.” 
 
    “Why don’t we call it a night?  We have a lot to do tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, yeah,” I grab my phone.  “I am really exhausted.” 
 
    He gives me a sympathetic smile.  We get into the elevator and out on our floor.  Kevin’s room is a little further down from mine.  He walks me to my door and I stop to look back at him.  He leans one shoulder against the wall as I put in my key card to unlock the door. 
 
    “Well, goodnight,” he says.   
 
    He wants to kiss me.  I’m flustered and irritated and actually really tired.  “See you tomorrow,” I tell him as I open the door.  I go inside, knowing he’s disappointed but he salutes me with a wink and walks away. 
 
    I shut the door and lean back against it.  What the hell is wrong with me?  Why does this guy I have met once, for fifteen minutes get to me so much?  I toss my purse and my phone on the bed and head to the bathroom.  I take a shower, washing my hair.  I take my sweet time about it too.  All the while my mind is on my phone.   
 
    “Ugh, why am I letting this get to me,” I groan at my reflection when I stand at the sink with a towel wrapped around me.   
 
    I dry my hair, put on my pyjamas and flick on the TV.  It’s almost eleven thirty, I should be sleeping, we have an early flight tomorrow.  God dammit.  The TV is boring, all the channels I flip to have nothing interesting on. 
 
    I grab the phone, look at his name.  He’ll know once I read it.  I hope he’s sitting somewhere waiting for the ticks to change colour.   
 
    I open the text. 
 
      
 
    Adam: Hey, what are you up to? 
 
      
 
    Just like that, hey what are you up to?  Is he actually kidding me?  As if four weeks haven’t passed since he told me he would contact me in a couple of days.  “Asshole,” I mutter.  I have no intention of answering.  He doesn’t need to know what I’m up to.  I do not know this man. 
 
      
 
    Adam: I know you hate me right now but what if I tell you there is a genuine reason I didn’t get in touch? 
 
      
 
    I cross my arms and look at the message.  He knows I’ve read this one too now.   
 
      
 
    Me:  I don’t hate you, I don’t know you 
 
    Adam: I guess I deserve that 
 
    Me: What do you want Adam? 
 
    Adam: To apologise and try to explain 
 
    Me: So you’ve apologised and I don’t need an explanation.  I’m going to bed now 
 
      
 
    I shut off my phone.  I get into bed and slam my hand into the pillow to make a groove for my head then snap off the light, confused about my feelings. I’m having the time of my life, I’m away from the norm and enjoying travelling.  Of course I’m keeping in touch with Izzy to make sure Ada’s treatment is going well and Sam is keeping me up to date with Megan, she’s stopped coming in the mornings but is still attending the evening classes.  I’ve managed not to let myself worry too much about those things.  Brooke is still meeting up with her so I know she is okay.  Kevin is a great guy.  Life is great right now. 
 
    I toss and turn for a while, my brain working overtime.  What did he mean what if there was a genuine reason?  What do I actually care?  I was never going to admit to myself what his messages did to me.  I only really thought about it after they stopped coming.  Which was stupid, I know next to nothing about him, don’t know if he is flirting with me or just bored when he texts.  It really is late and I’m being completely stupid.  
 
    The following morning I power up my phone and see a message each from Izzy and my mom, but nothing else.  I respond to them, then pack up and head down to breakfast.  Kevin looks at me curiously as we eat and Elle looks between the two of us, her mind wandering in the wrong direction I can tell from the small smile on her lips.  The car arrives to take us to the airport.  I look at my phone periodically. 
 
    “You expecting a call?” Kevin asks. 
 
    “Oh no,” I jump and put the phone away.  He doesn’t look convinced. 
 
    “I booked a river cruise for tonight, hope you don’t think I was being presumptuous.” 
 
    “Oh God no, that’s great, thank you.  I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    The flight is only an hour and we’re seated together in a row of three.  Elle gets out her laptop and starts working immediately.  She’s writing her next book already and I’m fascinated watching her fingers on the keyboard, the words pouring out of her, characters created, and stories mapped out, just flowing out of her head.   
 
    Kevin makes small talk, telling me about his last visit to Chicago.  I drink far too much coffee and I’m jittery and tense when we get off the plane.  When we arrive at baggage claim, I’m informed my bag has been left behind.  Just what I need.  I assure Elle and Kevin I will be fine sorting out the claim while they head to the hotel.  I call ahead to the bookstore to let them know we’ve arrived and I’ll be there as soon as possible to make sure everything is set up. 
 
    While I’m talking a text comes through.  I glance at it, he is asking for my email address?   
 
    “Screw this,” I dial his number.  It rings three times before he answers.  “I’m not giving you my email address, why do you even want it?”   
 
    “Hello to you too, Slugger.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “You’re mad at me.” 
 
    “I’m not mad, I’m irritated, I don’t understand why you keep texting me.” 
 
    “Cos I like you.” 
 
    “Are you serious?  You like me.  You don’t know me. We were in the same room for fifteen minutes. We’ve texted a handful of times about inconsequential stuff, how can you possibly like me, Adam?” 
 
    “Admit it, you like me too.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “If that is how you really feel, why are you so mad right now?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He laughs.  “Sorry,” he cuts himself off.  “I don’t mean to laugh.  Look, I’m gonna be in New York next week, can we meet?  Can I explain?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Slugger, come on.” 
 
    “Quit calling me that.” 
 
    There is a loud announcement over the Tanoy about a flight about to leave, naming two late passengers. 
 
    “You’re at the airport?” 
 
    “Not that it is any of your business but yes, I’m in an airport and I won’t be in New York next week, so I can’t meet you.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    I head over to a bench and sit down.  “I’m in Chicago.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Why were you in LA?” I turn back on him. 
 
    He laughs.  “Told you, work.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Listen Slug…uh Jenna.  I need to explain why I haven’t been in touch.  I just… I like talking to you.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how weird this is?” 
 
    “Believe me, I know.  Listen, I’m not gonna be able to convince you that I didn’t mean to ignore you unless I just come out and say it,” he blew out a long breath.  “A friend of mine died unexpectedly.” 
 
    I bite my lip and try to think of something to say but I’m drawing a blank.    
 
    “You still there?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m so sorry Adam, I didn’t realise.” 
 
    “How could you have?” he says it so simply.  “Can I message you later?  Talk about it when you’re not in the airport?  And I know it might seem a little unconventional but if I can text, it’s…easier.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay… that’s fine.  I’ll be back in my room around seven.” 
 
    “I’ll text at seven.  And Slugger, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad okay?” 
 
    “No it’s fine, it’s my fault, Adam.  I was being a crazy bitch, you don’t need to apologise.” 
 
    He laughs again and I imagine his blue eyes crinkling.  “If you weren’t a little crazy I wouldn’t enjoy talking to you so much, but you’re not a bitch.  Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I concede, but I still feel like one.  A raging, insane, inconsiderate bitch. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch tonight and Jenna, this time I mean it.  Nothing will stop me.” 
 
    “Adam?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What is this?”  I didn’t mean to ask that, it came out before I could think. 
 
    “Truth?” I hear the smile in his voice.  “I have no idea.  Catch you later.” 
 
    After finishing up with the airline, who promised my luggage would arrive on the next plane and be sent straight to the hotel, I don’t hold out much hope despite their reassurances, I grab a cab out of O’Hare and head towards the bookstore in South Loop.  I do my job.  I greet the team, I get everything set up as Elle likes it, the store manager goes over the security arrangements and we look at the schedule for a reading, Q&A and the book signing.  I make sure all the marketing and promotion materials are out in full view, that Elle’s preferred drink and food is available for when she needs it.  Elle is the furthest thing from a diva but it makes things easier to have what we need all planned out. 
 
    Once I’m happy with everything I call Kevin to let him know.  I can see a queue building outside the store already and smile.  I love this.  I love how much people love to read and meet the people who create these stories. 
 
    Then I think of Adam.  He lost someone.  The whole thing between us is strange.  I really don’t understand what is going on, why it bothered me so much when he didn’t get in touch, why he seems to want to talk to me, what makes me so special?  And if he really likes me, as he said, I don’t understand why. 
 
    People start to arrive and the manager calls to let me know Elle is here.  I push aside thoughts of my strange relationship with a man I barely know and do my job. 
 
    After dinner, Kevin reminds me of the river tour and says he will pick me up at eight.  I smile and tell him I’ll see him then and head up to my room to change.  
 
    I take a quick shower and put on a black dress I bought this afternoon.  I consider changing but all I have is the clothes I travelled in and a couple of t-shirts I grabbed when I got the dress.  My phone pings. 
 
    It’s him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
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    Adam: You still willing to do this Weird Lady? 
 
    Me: Only if you still think talking to a weird person is really what you want to do. 
 
    Adam: LOL.  Maybe we’re weird together 
 
    Me: It is kinda crazy, right?  I have no idea what to make of it, whatever this is 
 
    Adam: You’re not the only one, trust me.  I struggle to find people to talk to, it’s not easy for me to find someone I can be honest with.  Anyway, forget that, for better or worse, Slugger, you’re gonna have to be my shrink right now.  And maybe then I can help you with your friend.  Not sure how but, quid pro quo, maybe? 
 
    Me: I’m cool with that.   
 
    Adam: Let me explain real quick, get the shitty part out of the way.  I’ve been travelling a lot the last few months, my job takes me all over the country and it’s hard to find time to be with my friends and family.  It’s kind of demanding and non-stop sometimes.  It can be difficult to get hold of me. 
 
      
 
    He pauses for a few minutes and I wonder if he is bracing himself.  How he finds texting easier is strange to me.  It would have been quicker to call and just tell me but maybe it’s too hard.  I remember how hard it was for me to talk about my dad after he died.  I glance at my watch.  I should continue getting ready but I feel like it would be rude to put my phone down. 
 
      
 
    Adam: I got word when I was in Nevada that a friend of mine had an accident.  He lives in Missouri so it wasn’t exactly easy to get to him. I heard a few hours after it happened.  I dropped everything and got on a plane.  Let’s just say the people I work for were pissed and I let a lot of people down. 
 
    Me: That seems unusually harsh given the circumstances. 
 
    Adam: My job is pretty unforgiving.  I don’t want to go too much into that.  Upshot is I got there too late. He was hit by a drunk driver.  They got him to the hospital, did what they could to stabilize him.  He was still alive when I got on the plane so I didn’t know he’d gone until we landed.  That was the longest plane ride of my life 
 
      
 
    I don’t realise I’m crying until a teardrop lands on the screen of my phone.  I wipe my eyes and watch the dots dance again.  I need to make sure he’s finished before I say anything, although I have no idea what to say.     
 
      
 
    Adam: He was one of my best friends since elementary school.  We’d fallen out of touch for a while but reconnected through his girlfriend who is a mutual friend.  We’d only really started to talk again about six months ago but it was great to see him and talk to him.  Anyway, that’s what happened, the day after I last text you.  I went a little nuts, disappeared, caused some shit for the people I work with.  I had to go back, I had responsibilities but I was in a daze for a while.  Then the funeral, but I had to work harder when I got back to make up for the time I took away. 
 
    Me: I don’t know what to say, that’s awful Adam.  I’m really sorry. 
 
    Adam: Thanks, I don’t expect you to say anything.  I guess it’s just cathartic talking to, or texting someone who doesn’t have any expectations from me. 
 
    Me: I’m glad I can help…if this helps. 
 
    Adam: It does.  Believe me.   
 
    Me: The people you work for sound like dicks 
 
    Adam: They’re not totally to blame 
 
    Me: How about a joke to cheer you up 
 
    Adam: Sure, why not 
 
    Me: What do you call a smiling Roman soldier with a piece of hair stuck between his front teeth? 
 
    Adam: Hit me 
 
    Me: A Glad-he-ate-her 
 
      
 
    He doesn’t type anything back for a few minutes and I think I’ve offended him or shocked him.  Maybe I shouldn’t have told such a dirty joke. 
 
      
 
    Adam: Slugger, I just fired my drink through my nose.  You have no idea how much that made me laugh.   
 
    Me:  Oops! Glad I could help? 
 
    Adam:  I haven’t laughed that hard in weeks.  Give me a sec to sort this shit.  My eyes are watering  
 
      
 
    I wait and look at the clock.  Kevin will be here in fifteen minutes.   
 
      
 
    Adam: I know you think this is crazy, the way we’re communicating.  I find it pretty weird too but right now, I’m all over the place with work, I don’t get much personal time, always surrounded by people. 
 
    Me: What do you do exactly?   
 
    Adam: It’s hard to explain 
 
    Me: That sounds a lot like you don’t want me to know 
 
    Adam: Will you hate me if I say you’re right? 
 
      
 
    I think about it.  It seems odd he doesn’t want to tell me, especially after talking so much about how his work was affected by the death of his friend.   
 
      
 
    Adam: I don’t want to keep things from you, I mean that but I don’t want to burden you with any more of my shit.  So why are you in Chicago? 
 
    Me: I guess I don’t mind if you don’t want to tell me, I’m not afraid to tell you what I do if you promise you will tell me something personal about yourself  
 
    Adam: Such as? 
 
    Me:  I’ll think about it 
 
    Adam: LOL 
 
    Me: I’m on a book tour with a client, I work for a literary agent and I’m travelling with an author.  It’s only a small tour, we’re stopping at eight cities across the country.  We’re about halfway through right now. 
 
    Adam: Wow, that’s awesome.  Anyone I might know? 
 
    Me: Do you read erotic romance? 
 
    Adam: I don’t but I’m intrigued now, how erotic? 
 
    Me: Mildly. She’s pretty popular with the chicks 
 
    Adam: Sounds like me 
 
    Me: Big head much? 
 
    Adam: LOL 
 
    Me:  Shit, I have a thing in five minutes, I’m gonna have to go 
 
    Adam: That’s okay, its work I get it 
 
    Me: It’s not work 
 
    Adam: It’s not work?  You’re in the romantic windy city…Is your author male? 
 
    Me: God no, you think a guy could write romance novels 
 
    Adam: Probably not “mildly” erotic ones.  So, who is he? 
 
    Me: The author’s researcher and before you go letting your imagination run wild, it’s not a date, we’re just taking the river cruise 
 
    Adam: Just the two of you? 
 
    Me: Yeah 
 
    Adam: What are you wearing? 
 
    Me: Excuse me? 
 
    Adam: I’ll be able to tell you if it’s a date or not by what you’re wearing 
 
    Me: That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.  Kevin and I are just friends 
 
    Adam: Kevin? 
 
      
 
    I get off the bed and look at myself.  He’s right.  I’m wearing a date dress. I need to change.   
 
      
 
    Adam: Kevin is a douchey name 
 
    Me: What?  No it’s not 
 
    Adam: You’re laughing right now 
 
    Me: Am not 
 
    Adam: Liar.  Kevin is a stupid name.  Name me one good guy called Kevin  
 
    Me: Kevin Kline 
 
    Adam: Really? 
 
    Me: Kevin Spacey 
 
    Adam: Oh yeah, he’s a real good example of the name, Slugger 
 
    Me: Shit…. 
 
    Adam: You’re Googling the name Kevin right now aren’t you? 
 
    Me:  Costner, Hart, Bacon 
 
    Adam: You’re cheating and besides Bacon, I’m still not convinced 
 
    Me:  There are a lot of athletes called Kevin.  Baseball, football, hockey, you’d be surprised.  It’s pretty popular 
 
    Adam: If you’re a douche 
 
    Me: Stop being horrible 
 
    Adam: I’m not being horrible. He’s horrible 
 
    Me: How could you possibly know that? 
 
    Adam: Because he’s taking you out, not me 
 
      
 
    Kevin knocks on the door.  No time to change, no time to answer. No time to think about what he just wrote me.  But that is exactly what I’m doing. 
 
      
 
    Me: He’s here 
 
      
 
    The dots jump. 
 
      
 
    Adam: Don’t go 
 
    Me: Are you serious? 
 
    Adam: Yes.  Don’t go 
 
    Me: I have to.  He’s knocking again I have to go, Adam.   
 
    Adam: Okay. Have a good time 
 
      
 
    I go to the door and shout through to Kevin that I need ten minutes, can I meet in the lobby.  He says that’s okay and I watch through the peephole as he runs a hand through his hair, then turns to go to the elevator. He looks nervous.  Does he think it’s a date? 
 
    I run to where I tossed my clothes earlier and rip off the dress, pulling my jeans back on and grabbing one of the plain white T’s I got.  My bra is black and I curse but it’s not that obvious.  I quickly tie up my hair.  I’m not, not going.  I want to take the river cruise and this is my only chance but Adam made me feel bad.   
 
    Quickly I switch to the phone camera and take a selfie of my outfit, making sure to get in my sneakers.  I send it to him as I grab my jacket. 
 
      
 
    Me: NOT a date outfit, trust me  
 
      
 
    When I’ve locked up the room and I’m riding down in the elevator I get a text. 
 
      
 
    Adam: I trust you.  I don’t trust Douche Boy  
 
      
 
    I’m not so sure I would trust Kevin in his position either, we’ve been flirting around each other the past couple of weeks and we are about to embark on what could be classed a romantic evening.  But any thoughts I had of something happening with Kevin flew right out the window the minute he text me again.  I don’t know what the hell kind of hold this guy has on me, but right now, I feel like I don’t want to do anything that could hurt him.  I close my eyes as the doors open to the lobby.  I’ve never had a stranger thought in my entire life. 
 
      
 
    Adam: You look beautiful x 
 
      
 
    I can’t help the smile on my face as I read that, unfortunately, Kevin thinks it’s for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
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    The river cruise was everything I imagined it would be. Kevin was right, taking it at night was so much more breath-taking than it would have been in the day.  He was attentive all night, pointing out sites he knew and talking about how excited he was to be on this tour with Elle.  I tried hard not to be too standoffish and when he suggests we have a drink back at the hotel I agree, so as not to hurt his feelings.  I think he can tell the dynamic is changing.  
 
    We order beers and sit at the bar, Kevin excuses himself to the bathroom and I take out my phone.  I swore I wouldn’t look at it while I was out with him but I couldn’t hold it back any longer.  There are a couple from when I was on the cruise. 
 
      
 
    Adam: What is your favourite kind of music? 
 
    Adam: Is douche keeping his hands to himself? 
 
      
 
    I laugh, shaking my head. 
 
      
 
    Me: You’ll hate me if I tell you 
 
    Adam: About his hands or music? 
 
    Me: MUSIC  
 
    Adam: Pretty sure if you tell me about his hands I’ll want to kill him too 
 
    Me: Why? 
 
    Adam: Because 
 
    Me: That isn’t an answer 
 
    Adam: Where is he? 
 
    Me: Bathroom 
 
    Adam: And you’re texting me… [touchdown Gif] 
 
    Me: You’re insane.  And this will probably turn you right off but I listen to jazz or seventies and eighties rock.  New music sucks.  
 
    Adam: Wow, really? 
 
    Me:  I’m not unique, lots of people feel the same way 
 
    Adam: I suppose.  What about the Alice In Chains t-shirt? 
 
    Me: Nineties rock is also acceptable 
 
    Adam: Good to know you’ll give something else a chance.  When he gets back go to the bathroom 
 
    Me: Why would I do that? 
 
      
 
    I see Kevin coming back and pocket my phone.  He sits and takes a drink and I’m thinking how great it is Adam remembered what I was wearing that night. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet tonight, something on your mind?” 
 
    “No, everything is fine, I’m just a little distracted, my luggage and the rest of the tour, there are still so many things to do, so many things that could go wrong.” 
 
    “You’ve done a great job so far, Elle was saying earlier she’s having fun on this trip.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    I look at him, wondering if he is going to be bold or back down.  I know he likes me, and I like him.  Just not in the way he wants me to, or the way I was thinking about before Adam. 
 
    “So, Dallas tomorrow?” I tell him, trying to break his intense stare. 
 
    “That’s the itinerary,” he smiles.   
 
    “Have you been before?” 
 
    “Nope, first time.  We have a couple of nights there, anything you were hoping to see?” 
 
    “In all honesty, I’ve not researched it yet.  I’ll probably do that when I go back up to my room.”  He nods.  “Could you excuse me while I just use the bathroom?” 
 
    He gets up as I do, he’s a real gentleman like that.  And I feel like an asshole. 
 
      
 
    Me: I hate you.  I’m in the bathroom 
 
    Adam: Adam - 2, Douche - 0.  So, you wanted to ask me something personal.  Have you thought about it yet? 
 
    Me: Not yet 
 
    Adam: Tick-tock.  You only get till midnight, then I turn into a pumpkin 
 
    Me: You are totally trying to keep me from Kevin 
 
    Adam: You said it wasn’t a date, so what difference does it make 
 
    Me: You’re really putting me on the spot 
 
    Adam: You brought up the topic of asking me something personal 
 
      
 
    I did, didn’t I?  I don’t know what to ask him.  Well, beyond finding out if he’s single but where would that go, and did I want it to go there?  He has already said he very rarely gets any time and I’m not even sure what city he lives in.  Nothing could ever happen between us. 
 
      
 
    Adam: You’re overthinking again, Slugger.  Just spit it out, I won’t lie to you.   
 
    Me: If you could go back in time, you couldn’t interact with anyone or change anything, just watch a re-run of a special memory, what would it be? 
 
    Adam: Fuck Jenna. I thought you were gonna ask something easy like if I’m married 
 
    Me: Are you? 
 
    Adam: You only get one question, which one is it gonna be? 
 
    Me:  I’m going to assume (hope) you’re not married…so Ok, the first one 
 
    Adam: You did that on purpose, you know I’m gonna need to think about that. 
 
    Me: I’m gonna have to go back to the douche before he thinks I fell down the toilet. 
 
    Adam: Ha you admit it, he’s a douche 
 
    Me: Shut up.  You have until midnight, Cinderella  
 
      
 
    Kevin sees me to my room again.  I put the key card in looking at him, about to tell him goodnight when he leans in.  I’m too stunned to stop him.  His lips are soft and he puts a hand up and cups my cheek.  I can tell he wants it to deepen but not only is it moving too fast, I don’t really want it. 
 
    I tilt my head back and look down at the floor.  He leans back from me.  I hear a defeated sigh.  I look up at him and smile but it’s sadder than he wants it to be. 
 
    “Sorry,” he says. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong idea.  I don’t want this to cause any problems between us, I like you, Kevin, I do.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that,” he holds up a hand.  “It’s okay, but it was a nice kiss.” 
 
    I bite my lip and look at the door. 
 
    “Goodnight, Jenna. I’ll see you in the morning,” he smiles. 
 
    I watch him walk away, his hands tucked in his pockets.  Am I completely insane?  He is a nice guy and he’s here, in the flesh.  Adam is words on a phone.  I don’t even know where he is.  I’m totally screwed. 
 
    There is no message from Adam, so I decide to sit down with Elle’s book and carry on reading.  I’ve always liked her books.  When I say she writes mildly erotic romance, it can be steamier than that, sometimes downright filthy.  I’d just gotten to one of those parts before we left Indianapolis.  Getting comfortable on the bed I start reading.  My head goes to the kiss.  But it’s not Kevin kissing me in my mind.  I’ve only seen Adam’s face once.  It’s not exactly hazy, he’s hard to forget.  And his hands on my back both times he touched me were big and strong.  I put the book down and let my hand lower to the waist band of my jeans, eyes squeezed tight, thinking of his hands.  I go lower, inside my underwear, moving my hand where it needs to go.  I tip my head back, imagining it’s him and he’s here and it doesn’t take long before I clench around my fingers, lost in the moment. 
 
    Then my phone pings.  I cry out, both in surprise and satisfaction.  I lay back and laugh.  It’s been a while since I did that.  My hair is in disarray and my heart pounding.  I wonder if I should tell him what I just did, but my cheeks burn at the thought, we are so not there.   
 
      
 
    Adam: Ten minutes to go and I’m still struggling  
 
      
 
    I get off the bed and go to the bathroom, washing my hands, looking at myself.  It’s plainly obvious on my face what I just did.   
 
      
 
    Me: It was a thought-provoking question… sorry 
 
    Adam: That’s why I like talking to you, you make me think, you don’t ask stupid questions everyone else has already asked me a million times before 
 
    Me: I don’t mind if you need longer 
 
    Adam: No I said by the end of the day, so…okay, here goes…I’m eighteen years old. I live in White Plains, normal sized home, garden, front drive with a basketball hoop. My mom, dad and sister are inside. I’m shooting hoops with my dog, Blaze.  Don’t underestimate how good my dog was at that sport, Slugger.  Sure his shots never actually went in but boy could he dribble.  
 
      
 
    I smile at the visual.  This isn’t what I thought he was going to tell me. 
 
      
 
    Adam: It was the day before my life changed.  Not in a bad way, what happened after has been amazing, I like my life, despite how busy I am, but that day was the last normal one.  I argued with Keira, my sister over the TV.  She wanted to watch some reality shit and I wanted to watch the baseball.  Crazy, I know but we only had one TV in our house. I won, in case you’re wondering.  She was little, she couldn’t reach the remote.  Dad swatted me on the back of the head and turned it off though.  She called me a very rude name under her breath.  I laughed, then she laughed and we were friends again, just like that.  I haven’t seen Keira in almost three months.  We talk on the phone but it’s not the same.  It’s a pretty unexciting memory but the next day I went to a meeting and my life changed.   
 
      
 
    I sat on the bathroom floor, my back leant against the wall beside the shower stall.  I couldn’t help but wonder how his life had changed so much that a memory like this meant a lot to him.   
 
      
 
    Me: Thanks for sharing that, it’s very sweet 
 
    Adam: It was sappy as fuck, but it was good to remember, thank you for that 
 
    Me: You’re welcome.  Goodnight, Adam 
 
    Adam: Sweet dreams, Slugger  
 
      
 
    My suitcase caught up with us in Dallas thankfully.  Kevin didn’t try anything else and we moved passed it without too much awkwardness.  I spoke to Izzy regularly about how the tour was going and how Ada was doing.  I was glad to hear she was responding well to treatment.  I talk every other night to Brooke and every time I do, I think of telling her about Adam, but always hold my tongue.  What I have with him is private.  I couldn’t stop thinking about his words and not just the story about his family.  When he said ‘you don’t ask stupid questions that everyone else hasn’t already asked me a million times before’ 
 
    Maybe he interacts with a lot of people in his job.  Maybe he didn’t really mean anything by it and I’m reading too much into it but I am really confused about what his job could be.  And what happened when he was eighteen to completely change his life.  I imagine all sorts of things.  Without knowing anything but his first name I can’t look him up, even though part of me thought I wouldn’t do that anyway, I want him to tell me who he really is.  
 
    Adam texted periodically but told me travel was so tight right now he’d contact me when he could.  I never made first contact, I always waited for him. He knew my schedule but never elaborated on his.   
 
    We had been through Dallas, Phoenix and were finally headed to LA.  I couldn’t wait to get to the beach.  The tour had been so successful, Elle was considering hitting Europe far more seriously.  I missed home, it was hard to find anywhere to train while on the road, all I’d managed to do was go to hotel gyms and keep up the conditioning and weight work.  I needed to box.  I researched boxing gyms in LA, and managed to find something that could work, I was really looking forward to it. 
 
    The hotel in LA is much fancier than any of the others, we decided to have some luxury on our last stop before we flew back to New York.  We had a free day before the final book signing so I went to find the boxing gym.   
 
    The owner was a nice guy, buff, young, clearly interested in why I was there, but I just wanted to box.  It was an old school gym, the way I liked it with well used equipment that looked as if it had been a long time hanging there and seen many fists.  I spent two hours giving everything I had to the bag and felt amazing when I left.  I strolled along Santa Monica Beach to the pier. 
 
    Taking off my workout gear to reveal my bikini, I lay on the beach for a while, propped up on my elbows, watching people going by.  It is beautiful out here by the ocean but I am missing home.  For the first time since we set out, I am looking forward to it ending. 
 
    A text from Adam surprises me. 
 
      
 
    Adam: Almost time to go home 
 
    Me: You read my mind 
 
    Adam: Homesick? 
 
    Me: Definitely.  I miss the gym but managed to find one here, just beat the shit out the bag for two hours 
 
    Adam: That’s great, Slugger.  Date tonight? 
 
    Me: I told you, I’m not dating Kevin 
 
    Adam: I mean with me 
 
    Adam: You there? 
 
    Me: How can we have a date tonight? 
 
    Adam: I’m in Florida so it’s gonna have to be virtual 
 
    Me: How do you propose to do that, Adam? 
 
    Adam: Get room service, 8pm.  You like steak?  Red wine? 
 
    Me: Are you serious? 
 
    Adam: I’m game if you are 
 
    Me:  Okay I can do that 
 
    Adam: Good.  I’ll text you at 8, Jenna 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t be feeling this excited.  But I get up and head back to the hotel, take a long shower, shave and cover myself in body lotion. 
 
    “Idiot,” I tell myself. He’s not going to be in the same room. And it’s only four PM.  Four hours.  I decide to catch up on work emails but that barely passes an hour. I pace, I read, I speak to my mom, then it’s time to order my meal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
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    Adam: You got your dinner? 
 
    Me: Just delivered, pouring some vino 
 
    Adam: Excellent, how’s the steak 
 
    Me: Medium rare, just as I like it.  It tastes really good 
 
    Adam: Yeah? 
 
    Me: Of all the things we’ve done over the last few months, this is definitely the strangest.  I’m sat alone in a hotel room, all dressed up and eating steak 
 
    Adam: You got dressed up for me? 
 
    Me: It’s a date right 
 
    Adam: Show me 
 
    Me: No, it’s embarrassing. I’m wearing this dress to an event tomorrow so thought I’d try it on, that’s all 
 
    Adam: It’s not embarrassing, you’re being practical trying it on, plus it’s showing dedication to the date with me 
 
    Me: Do you want a picture?   
 
    Adam: That’ll work 
 
      
 
    God why did I tell him I was dressed up?  I put this dress on to see how it looked on me, then decided to leave it on.  Biting my lip I get up from the table and try to take a picture that I’m happy with.  I did feel a little stupid wearing the dress I intend to wear to the benefit ceremony tomorrow evening but I wasn’t expecting him to ask to see it. I take about five pictures before I’m finally happy with one and send it.  It’s a slinky green sequined dress, the tone getting darker as it goes to the bottom by my feet. The spaghetti straps have a dipped neckline showing a hint of cleavage.  I cut my head off because my hair isn’t done and I’m not wearing make-up. 
 
      
 
    Adam: That is more than a date outfit. God Jenna you look beautiful, well as much as a headless body can look beautiful. 
 
    Me: LOL but thank you.  You gonna return the favour 
 
    Adam: I’m ashamed to say I didn’t make as much of an effort as you 
 
    Me: Show me  
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath and go to the window.  This hotel does have a great view so while I wait I stare out at the twinkling lights of Los Angeles.  I wonder where in Florida he is, and why is he there.  We could talk about a lot of stuff tonight.  I want to ask him about his job.  I want him to be honest with me.  I look down when the phone pings and my mouth drops open.  He isn’t wearing anything other than his boxer briefs and he’s laughing.  Jesus Christ.  I can’t stop looking at him.  He’s everything I thought he would be, his body is hard and toned with a golden tan that sets off his eyes.  I’m stunned he has sent me a half-naked photograph of himself.   
 
    “Oh shit, is he going to want one of me?”   
 
    I can see where the evening might be going and get a little freaked out.  I’ve never done anything like this before. I can’t stop staring.  It looks like a modelling photo you see in a magazine, his dimple is prominent, the laugh reaches his eyes, his ankles are crossed and I am mesmerized by his thighs.   
 
      
 
    Adam: Tell me I haven’t freaked you out 
 
    Me: No…not freaked out. Well maybe a little 
 
    Adam: Why? 
 
    Me: Didn’t realise it was that kind of date 
 
    Adam: You make me laugh, Slugger 
 
    Me: Good, I’m glad about that 
 
    Adam: You’re freaking out 
 
    Me: I’ve just never done anything like this before 
 
    Adam: You and your overthinking, just go with it Jenna 
 
    Me: Do you always move this fast on a first date? 
 
    Adam: Don’t have many first dates. It’s been a while since I dated 
 
    Me: Really? Why? 
 
    Adam: Too busy 
 
    Me: That isn’t a good enough reason 
 
    Adam: Never met the right girl 
 
    Me: When was your last serious relationship? 
 
    Adam: Getting deep again 
 
    Me: Maybe getting to know you better before I take off my dress 
 
    Adam: Fuck, really? 
 
      
 
    I put my hand over my mouth, I’m hyperventilating.  I can’t believe I just said that.  I sit down on the end of the bed, put the nail of my thumb between my top and bottom teeth.  Am I seriously considering this?  He’s so beautiful and even though I know I have a decent body, been told many times I look good, I’m still self-conscious.  It’s just a picture, I’m not standing in front of him.  I don’t even know if I ever will be standing in front of him.  God, I crave his touch so much.  God dammit, I am overthinking.   
 
      
 
    Adam: What are you thinking?  You want to stop? 
 
    Me: No…I’m just nervous 
 
    Adam: About what?  You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to 
 
    Me:  I know but…hang on 
 
    Adam: Don’t tell me douche boy has shown up 
 
      
 
    It makes me smile that he thinks he has competition.  I am not going to set him straight, he’s going to get a surprise.  I unzip the dress and let it drop to the floor.  My underwear is nice, nothing fancy, but it’s a pale green satin bra and boy shorts that show off my ass.  How do I do this?  Jesus.  Okay.  I go to the dining chair and pull it to the floor to ceiling mirror, put it facing away, the food all but forgotten. I straddle the chair and look over my shoulder.  Okay, ass looks good.  I pop open my bra and drop it, he can’t see anything, not really.  Brushing my hair over my left shoulder I turn to the right, you can see my profile and a bit of side boob.  I snap a couple of pictures, look at them.  Now or never.  I pick the best one, I like the discarded bra is in this one, it looks like a strip tease, and send it.  I cover my face with my hands.  It takes a while, but eventually he answers me. 
 
      
 
    Adam: Jesus Jenna, do you have any idea what I want to do to you right now.  
 
    Me: No… 
 
    Adam: That picture, shit its fucking hot, you look amazing.  I want to just stand behind you and stare at you 
 
    Me: Really, that’s all? 
 
    Adam: Fuck no, but I wouldn’t want to go too fast, I really want to kiss the small of your back, run my tongue up your spine to your shoulders.  Your neck is so fucking sexy.  I want to suck on it so hard while I squeeze your ass. 
 
    Me: I’m not so bad from the front either 
 
    Adam: You’re killing me.  Do you want to see what you’re doing to me? 
 
    Me: … yes 
 
    Adam: Hang on 
 
      
 
    My eyes nearly pop out of my head when he sends me another picture.  He hasn’t taken off his boxers but his hand is pressed against them, showing the outline of what is an extremely impressive and hard bulge.   
 
      
 
    Adam: I want to talk to you.  Can I call you? 
 
      
 
    I nod, then remember he can’t see me.   
 
      
 
    Me: ok  
 
      
 
    When the phone rings I jump.  I look at myself, wearing just my underwear, my heart pounding.  Good God I don’t even know this man but I’m so wet I can barely stop from moving too fast by myself.   
 
    “Hey,” I answer. 
 
    “Hey yourself, gorgeous.” 
 
    I don’t know what else to say.   
 
    He laughs quietly.  “You’ve really never done this?” 
 
    “No,” I say shakily. 
 
    “Do you want to do it?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    He laughs again.  “Lie down on your bed.” 
 
    I move back up to the headboard and shimmy down a little so my head is on the pillow.  “Okay, I’m lying down.” 
 
    “Do you ever touch yourself, Jenna?” 
 
    All the friggin’ time since I started talking to you.  “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m touching myself right now.  I’m so hard, I can’t believe what you’re doing to me.” 
 
    I blow out a breath.  “Tell me what you want to do to me.” 
 
    “I want to put my mouth all over you.  I want to explore your mouth with my tongue, make you moan deep in the back of your throat. I’m imagining my hands all over your breasts, pinching and squeezing your nipples while I carry on devouring your mouth.  You like that?” 
 
    I make a noise.  I’m not sure what it is but my hand is where he wants to put his.   
 
    “I need to know how wet you are.” 
 
    “My panties are soaked.” 
 
    “Damn…take them off.  Slide them slowly down your legs.” 
 
    I do as he asks which isn’t easy with one hand, I put him on speaker and drop the phone by the side of my head and tell him they’re gone.   
 
    “I wish this was your hand stroking me.” 
 
    “Me too,” I whisper. 
 
    “I need to put my fingers inside you.  Will you do that for me, pretend it’s me touching you?” When I make an unintelligible noise he gives another throaty laugh.  “I bet you taste amazing.  Imagine my tongue inside you, Jenna.  Swirling around your clit, while my fingers push in and out of you.” 
 
    “Oh God,” I arch my back, my fingers moving faster. 
 
    “I want to make you come over and over, Jenna.  I want to make you come with my fingers, my mouth, my dick… Jesus.” 
 
    I hear him panting harder.  My heart is practically beating out of my chest.  It’s the single most erotic moment of my life, hearing his voice telling me more about what he is going to do to me, listening to the sound of his own ragged breathing.  I’m writhing on the bed.  I want him here.  I want to feel him inside me, right now.   
 
    “Say my name when you come, I want your beautiful mouth to cry out my name.  Are you coming Jenna?” 
 
    “Yes…. I’m going to…Oh, Adam…” 
 
    “Fuck, do it.  Do it Jenna I need to hear you.” 
 
    I cry out a long, throaty moan as my body arches and my brain loses all function.  I drop to the bed, I can feel sweat beads between my breasts.  Belatedly I hear his low groans and I close my eyes imagining what is going on at the other end of the line.   
 
    “I think our steaks got cold.” 
 
    I burst out laughing.  I hear him laughing too.   
 
    “I really need to do that to you in person.” 
 
    “I really want you to.” 
 
    “When are you back in New York?” 
 
    “We fly back the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “That could work.” 
 
    What did he mean?  Is he going to be in New York?  Oh shit, how am I going to face him after this?  I’m still basking in the afterglow, I don’t want to think about being nervous when I see him.  Am I really going to see him? 
 
    “I’ll check my schedule and let you know what day but I’m gonna make sure I get there.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, still a little breathlessly. 
 
    “You sound fucking amazing calling out my name.  I want to hear that again so bad.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I just did that.” 
 
    “We did that.  And I’m telling you now, Jenna, you had nothing to be nervous about.  You are really good at it.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “God you’re definitely gonna kill me.  I’ll let you know when I’m in New York.” 
 
    “Okay,” I curl up into a ball and pick up the phone putting it to my ear.  “Adam?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    I close my eyes.  Can I really just have one night with him and then he goes on his way?    He’s told me over and over about his schedule, how he doesn’t get to see his family and friends, hasn’t even seen his sister in three months.  Could I do that? I’m not that kind of girl.   
 
    I’ve never wanted anyone so bad in my entire life.  I try to convince myself I can.  I’m a grown woman, I can get what I need and move on.  Is that what he’ll do?  Will he move on, will he finally tell me what there is to know about him? I need to do what he keeps telling me, stop overthinking.  I need to talk to Brooke.  She’s good at this type of thing, not that she does it all the time but she doesn’t overthink like me.  The problem I have is I’m letting my feelings get in the way.  Talking to him has been the highlight of the last few months and after this… 
 
    “Nothing,” I finally tell him.  “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t worry, I’m not gonna jump you as soon as I see you.  We can get a steak together, and I really want to watch you boxing.  Could I do that?” 
 
    “Sure,” I tell him, relief flooding through me. 
 
    “New York.” 
 
    “New York.” 
 
    He laughs again before saying goodnight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
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    Something heavy hits the back of my head and I duck and turn around seeing it was a sneaker.  “What the fuck Arch?” I growl at the man behind me.  I pick it up and throw it back but he dodges out of the way before it can make contact. 
 
    “What are you staring at on that phone, you’ve been acting like your puppy died the last couple of days.” 
 
    “Nothing, fuck off throwing shit at me.”   
 
    I put my phone in my pocket.  I shouldn’t be looking at the picture of Jenna with the guys around, I don’t want to risk anyone seeing it but she is so god damn gorgeous I can’t stop.   
 
    The bus goes over a pothole as Jordan stumbles through the curtain to the bunks and crashes his bare shoulder into the wall.  “Shit, who’s driving this thing, Stevie fucking Wonder?” 
 
    I get up and grab a beer out of the fridge.  The tour bus is top of the line, always fully stocked, making sure we have everything we want.  The show in San Francisco last night had been a good one, the crowd amazing and I was high from my phone call with Jenna before we went on stage. As usual, a bunch of groupies got on the bus with us.  Jordan is never quiet about it and we had to listen to him with two of them last night.   
 
    I feel bad about lying to Jenna about where I am but I can’t let her know.  I still can’t believe she didn’t recognise me.  That is a rarity and another thing I like about her.  Then again, I’d given her my real name, not my stage name.  I’m still not sure why I did that the night we met in New York, I very rarely gave anyone my real name these days.  Sometimes it’s like I have a split personality, usually I can deal with it, but the last few weeks, with Jenna calling me Adam, it took me back to my life before becoming the lead singer of BreakNeck.   
 
    The band has been together since we were fourteen.  I wasn’t lying to Jenna when I told her my life changed when I was eighteen, that was the day we were picked up by a reputable record label and plain old Adam Mathews became Aidan Gass.  They told me Adam Mathews was too boring.  No one else had to change their name.  The lead singer had to be something more, the face of the band and the label said my name didn’t go with my look. My mom is still pissed about that.   
 
    “Do we really have to do this thing tonight?  I’m too fucking hung over,” Jordan moans.  He’s our drummer, his physique is lean and lanky, he loses buckets of sweat every night the way he goes at the drums. 
 
    “Label won’t let us get out of it.  Maybe if you weren’t up half the night screwing anything with tits you wouldn’t feel this bad,” I point out. 
 
    “Just because you didn’t get laid,” he mutters grabbing his own beer.  “Again.” 
 
    Well maybe not in person but I sure as shit had a good time.  I’m sick of having this conversation with the guys, yes I’ve not been with any of the hundreds of women who throw themselves at us for the last few weeks, well the last year if I am counting, I don’t need the guys pointing it out constantly.   
 
    I can’t wait to get off the bus and into the hotel in LA. Because we’re technically still working, Bianca doesn’t want us all to go home, even though we all live in LA. I still have to talk to Bianca about a quick trip to New York.  It isn’t going to interfere with anything.  The final night of the tour is tomorrow, a huge spectacular at The Forum in LA that I’m actually looking forward to.  Then we have some interviews scheduled over the next few days but I figure they could be put off, or all done in the one go the day after the show, so I can spend a little longer out East.   
 
    We have three weeks before we head out on the European leg of the tour, but that doesn’t mean things will quieten down.  Bianca, our manager makes sure of that.  She always has us going somewhere. I am sure the guys would appreciate a small break after the Forum, especially looking at Jordan this morning.  Nick looks fresh as a daisy when he appears, there is a girl with him.  I thought he had something going with a girl back home, who am I to judge? 
 
    Before we arrive at the hotel I run condensing the interviews by them.  Jordan is all for it.  Nick shrugs and says see what Bianca says.  Archer is the only suspicious one but before he can quiz me I head to the music room at the front of the bus, telling them I want to work on chords for a song I’ve been composing.  He watches me all the way.  Archer is my best friend, he plays rhythm guitar and co-writes with me. He knows everything there is to know about me, and he was the one who stuck up for me when the shit hit the fan after I left the tour to head to Missouri, without so much as a discussion with management. Even though two shows were postponed and the band now has two extra shows to make up when we get back from Europe, he talked everyone down telling them to give me a break.   
 
    When we arrive, people have obviously got wind of where we are staying and despite hotel security, there is a big crowd of fans and paparazzi waiting for us.  I do my duties, signing autographs, taking some pictures with fans and giving thumbs up to the paps before going straight to my room. Jordan and Nick go to the bar while Arch heads to his room too.  
 
    I call Bianca to tell her I need to talk.  I promised her after last time I would never take off without discussion.  I’ve given this band almost a decade of my life with full dedication, we have gone from a few years of barely being known or getting into the top 100 to being way up there consistently in the top ten.  We have three platinum albums, toured extensively, always sell-out crowds.  I work hard but there is only so much I can give of myself.  Chris’s death was the first time the fans had not come first for me. 
 
    I look at Jenna’s picture again when I’m settled on the bed, the TV tuned to some mindless home renovation show as background noise.   
 
    I was stunned when she sent the picture.  It doesn’t show anything, not really, I’ve had girls sending me far more graphic pictures in the past that I used to get off on. The picture of her in her tiny shorts, her legs spread around the chair, just the hint of her bare breast, is the sexiest picture I’ve ever seen of a woman. 
 
    I’m still not sure what is going on with us.  She says over and over that it’s weird and I don’t disagree.  The times I keep stepping back are when I remember who I am and how it would never work between us.  It would be wrong to lead her on, to get to know her.  I’ve researched where she works and looked up the author she is travelling with.   
 
    Jenna’s picture is on the company website, a professional shot, she looks all business but her smile is amazing.  I love the fact she can take care of herself too.  I wasn’t lying when I told her I was impressed with the way she punched her ex.  I’ve seen bigger men than me give out weaker punches.  There are two sides to her, her demure, nervous innocence and her raw physical feistiness.  
 
    I definitely fucked things up last night.  Big time.  I can’t stop thinking about her.  And I’m now planning how to get to her in person.  It won’t be easy keeping my identity from her once I do.  People are bound to recognise me.  I need to be careful how I handle it.  Perhaps going to her boxing gym isn’t the best of ideas but it turns me the fuck on thinking of watching her.  I open my jeans, grab my dick and start stroking it, eyes closed, envisioning her in tight workout clothes. 
 
    A knock at the door startles me from my thoughts.  I zip up, annoyed at the interruption and adjust myself in my pants as I get up.  Bianca comes in, looking harried as usual and somewhat suspicious about why she’s been summoned. 
 
    When I explain, she gives me that pursed cat’s ass mouth of hers.  “Aidan, we have this all planned out.  Why are you doing this?  What is so damn important that you need to be in New York?  I purposely spread out the interviews so you got some time, you know, time you wanted so you didn’t have another melt down.” 
 
    That comment pisses me off but I won’t let her see it.  I need her on my side.  “I appreciate what you’ve done for me B, but it would be better for me to get it all done, and take some time away that won’t be interrupted having to go to and from New York and LA.  I’m not blowing any of it off, the guys are happy to fit everything in with the interviews the day after the show so I can take off.  I need a break.  I’ve been working my ass off for months.  The rest of them do too.  Come on, I know you can fix this so we can get it all done in one day.” 
 
    “What do I get in return?” 
 
    My brows shoot up. 
 
    “Not that you filthy pig,” she snaps sitting down at the dining table in the suite.  “I need you guys to do some publicity, to get things ramped up for Europe.” 
 
    “We can do that.  I’m not saying we won’t.  I just want a few days away, five max, is that so hard to organise?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    She grumbles.  “I need to make calls before I’ll agree to this and I want you back here and ready to pose your ass off in photo shoots and lots of schmoozing.” 
 
    “We can do that B, I swear.” 
 
    “I’ll make some calls.” 
 
    “You’re an angel, lets settle on five.” 
 
    “Shit Aidan…Nothing is agreed yet.  You just make sure Jordan is in a fit state for this thing tonight.  He cannot be drunk.  It’s important.” 
 
    “Better go get him out of the hotel bar then,” I mutter.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she grabs her things and leaves my room.  
 
    She might be trying to play hard to get but I know she’ll pull it off.  It means a gruelling day of interviews after the final show, we’ll all be exhausted but I will get five whole days to myself.  Well, five whole days with Jenna, hopefully, if I can pull off the impossible.  Or tell her the truth and hope she doesn’t run for the hills.   
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     “Not gonna lie boys, you all look incredible, real 007’s.” 
 
    I roll my eyes.  We all feel uncomfortable.  Tuxedos are really restricting and Bianca has to go along the line doing up all of our bow ties like we’re kids.   
 
    “Our publicist will be there, as well as the mainstream press and TV people, she’ll be making sure anything that shouldn’t get out doesn’t,” she looks pointedly at Jordan. 
 
    “What?” he holds out his hands thinking he’s getting away with trying to sound innocent. 
 
    “Please don’t give Hannah a heart attack with any insanity tonight Jordan.” 
 
    He pulls a face and grabs his jack and coke.  He told her it was plain coke but we all know better and I’m fairly sure Bianca does too.  She tells us the limo is waiting at the service entrance so we head down.  Luckily, security has done a better job this time and we get to the limo with no hassle.   
 
    Without a drink in his hand, Jordan plays air drums, he always needs to be doing something with his hands. As much as Bianca worries about him, the rest of us know him too well to worry he’s gonna do something majorly stupid.  Occasionally one of us will have a word if he’s pushing it too far and he always backs down.  He loves the band as much as the rest of us and would never jeopardise it. I look out the window as we head towards the downtown LA hotel where the charity event is.  They initially asked us to perform but given the tour we declined and agreed to be in attendance and present an award and check donation from the band instead.  I’m not sure what the benefit is for.  It is just one more thing Bianca has booked us for. 
 
    She is sitting in one of the side seats of the limo in a red dress and heels, I have no idea how old Bianca is, she has the voluptuous figure of a 1950’s movie star and is attractive in an old school way, Jordan has hit on her enough times for her to sit us all down and reiterate our relationship is strictly business.  We had all thrown pens at his head in that meeting. 
 
    “Okay,” she says, never taking her mind off business. “I’ve confirmed your interviews to be held in the hotel the day after the show.  Everyone has agreed to move things up and they’ll all now come to us.  There will be three TV interviews and two photo shoots.  Blame Aidan if you get tired, but you will all bring your A-game.  I mean it.” 
 
    There are some grumblings but fortunately, everyone still agrees.  
 
    There is a red carpet at the event.  I hate walking them but at least we haven’t been forced to bring dates along.  Tonight, we are just the band.  Bianca and Hannah the publicist stay out of the way but are always hovering.  We are expected to speak to a few of the TV stations penned back behind barriers at the entrance to the hotel where the benefit is being held, and we oblige the fans along the way with some photos, no autographs, it takes too long and there are other people coming along the line like a conveyer belt.  I can’t wait to get inside. 
 
    As we go into the lobby, leaving the shouts of the photographers and fans behind there are groups of people around us, champagne being passed out.  I notice a model I was connected to for a while standing alone as she turns to catch my eye.  It wasn’t that we dated, more that we fucked and had our pictures taken together, the press dubbed it a relationship.  It really wasn’t.  She walks over. 
 
    “Oh shit Ad, it’s that psycho, Alicia,” Arch laughs. “She’s gonna be disappointed to know your dick is taking a hiatus.” 
 
    I glare at him.  Alicia puts her arm around my neck and gives me an exaggerated kiss on the cheek.  She doesn’t let go.  She’s tall, slim and beautiful but, as Arch points out so eloquently, a clingy, overbearing name-dropping psycho.   
 
    “I’ve missed you, Aidan,” she purrs into my ear.  “Why did we stop getting together?” 
 
    “Cos we’re so busy,” I say, being diplomatic.   
 
    “Isn’t your tour finishing tomorrow?” she tilts her head in a way I suppose she thinks is sexy.  At one time I might have thought it was.  She’s so close to me I can see make-up caked around her nostrils and her lip gloss is way too thick.   
 
    “US leg but we start the European one soon,” I try to move out of her grasp.  
 
    “Oh I love Europe.” 
 
    Her arm is still around my neck like a vice.  I look at Arch, I need to be extricated from this.  Like now.  He rolls his eyes and starts towards us.  And that is when I see her.  The green dress is so unique it’s impossible not to notice. My eyes roam up the length of it, remembering how gorgeous Jenna looked in it.  The woman has dark wavy hair like her too.  It’s tucked to the side, spilling over her shoulder just like in the photo.  I can’t hear a word Alicia or Arch are saying because my mouth is suddenly dry.  I have only seen the author from Jenna’s tour once on the back of one of her books but the woman standing by the girl in the green dress looks remarkably like her.   
 
    Someone approaches them, a man in a tux, he hands them both a glass of champagne and that is when she turns around.  Shit.  Our eyes meet across the room.  Hers widen, looking unsure if she is seeing what she thinks she is seeing.  I watch her lips part like she is about to say something to me from across the room, a hint of a confused smile tugging at her lips, and I can’t help thinking how damn beautiful she looks.  Then her lips snap shut.   
 
    Alicia pulls me towards her.  A photographer has appeared out of nowhere and she kisses me.  I know what she’s doing, it’s a complete set up, publicity for her waning career, she couldn’t have done it at a worse fucking moment.  I pull out of her grasp and glare at her. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    I see Bianca out of the corner of my eye, she’s heading towards us, a worried look on her face.  She knows Alicia’s career is on the slide and wouldn’t want me tied to her in anyway. 
 
    “Come on Aidan, one for old times’ sake,” Alicia pouts. 
 
    “Get the hell away from me,” I snap.  I turn back to where Jenna was standing but she isn’t there anymore.  I see the author but no Jenna, or the douche.  I assume it’s the douche.  Who else would the man with them be? 
 
    What is she doing here?  “Shit,” I mutter angrily, searching the room for her.   
 
    “Dude, red sparkly shit is not your colour,” Arch interrupts my thoughts. 
 
    “Keep her away from me,” I snap at Bianca and wipe my mouth, my hand coming away with the sticky hideous mess.  My eyes frantically move through the crowd but there is still no sign of her.  I walk to the author, she glances at me as I approach and smiles hesitantly.   
 
    “Miss George?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” she shakes my hand, flustered.  “You’re the singer from BreakNeck, Wow, I’m so happy to meet you,” she says with a smile.  “My nieces absolutely love the band.  Me too, obviously.  Yeah…” 
 
    I don’t want to be rude but the only thing I need right now is to find Jenna.  What the hell is she going to think?  Not just that she saw me here when I told her I was in Florida, of all fucking places but having Alicia all over me.   
 
    “This may be a little fan girl of me at an event like this but could I get your autograph.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say.  “The people with you, do you know where they are?” 
 
    She looks surprised and stops rummaging for a piece of paper in her purse.  “Kevin and Jenna?  They went to look for the bathrooms.  You know them?” She looks suspicious.  I give her one of my smiles, the kind that makes the female fans swoon, so I’ve been told.   
 
    “Let me get you that autograph,” I tell her and she passes me a pen and paper.  I scribble out something illegible.  My stomach is hurting.  I need to find the bathrooms.  “It was lovely to meet you, enjoy the benefit.” 
 
    I move away, looking for the bathroom sign.  I see Arch watching me like I’m nuts.  Maybe I am.  What I should be doing is thinking it’s good that she has found out, now she knows the truth and she can decide if she wants to continue seeing me.  Talking to me.  My stomach feels even worse thinking that.  Why does this girl have such a hold on me? 
 
    I pull my phone out and call her.  It rings out then goes to voicemail.  I hang up.   
 
      
 
    Adam: Jenna, where are you?  I need to explain what just happened 
 
      
 
    I stare at my phone, but nothing happens, the text stays unread.   
 
    “Dude, you look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Arch puts his hand on my shoulder.  “They want us to go to our seats.” 
 
    “What?” I look at him in confusion, then back at my phone. 
 
    “What is going on with you?” 
 
    “I saw someone.  Someone I did not want to see Alicia climbing all over me.” 
 
    He raises his brows.  “A woman? Well shit that explains a lot.” 
 
    Bianca is now trying to get us to go to the tables.  The lobby is thinning out.  I can see the bathrooms and head towards them but I’m stopped by a security guard and told we need to enter the ballroom and get to our seats.  I reluctantly let myself be turned away.  
 
      
 
    Adam:  Jenna, please call me.  It isn’t what you think. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
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    We’ve been placed at a table near the front because we are giving out an award and our donation.  The spotlights hitting the stage obscure my view.  I can’t see anything behind us.  I feel like standing on the table and shouting her name but I would never embarrass her like that.   
 
    What if she left?  What if she will never speak to me again?  I can’t say I would blame her.  If I’d seen her kissing Kevin I’d go bat shit crazy. She still hasn’t read my texts.  I sent another one after the presenter came on stage, bombarding her won’t help so I won’t send any more. 
 
    I still can’t believe she is here.  She said she was going to an event, it was why she was trying the dress on.  That fucking gorgeous dress that hugged her curves.  Why would I ever think it would be the same one I’m attending?  Arch kicks me under the table. 
 
    “Get it together,” he whisper-shouts. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I snap back.  Then shake my head and hold up my hand in apology.  I nod, I’ll calm down.  Jordan snickers at his phone.  He shows Nick, then passes it to Arch who looks at it and closes his eyes, he hands it to me.  It’s a paparazzi shot of Alicia and me kissing.  Seeing it like that it looks all the more damning.    
 
    I’m never going to be able to explain this to her.  I slump in my seat, tossing Jordan’s phone on the table.   
 
    I’m suddenly reminded of Lance.  This is exactly what happened to her that night in the club in New York.  I would give anything for her to come over right now to punch me because it would mean I could see her one more time.  He sent all those texts and called and she never gave in. He’d been in a relationship with her for months.  I have no chance.  
 
    I lean over to Bianca.  “I want a comment released right now.  I am not with Alicia, wish her well whatever, but we are not together.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “Right now,” I tell her, deadly serious. 
 
    “It’ll look suspicious, Aidan, it’ll come across that you’re protesting too much, they’ll think you’re lying,” 
 
    “Do it, Bianca.” 
 
    She takes out her phone. “I’ll get a contact to run it in a couple of days, you’ll only make matters worse doing it right now.” 
 
    I know she’s right.  The best way to deal with stuff like this is to ignore it and hope it goes away.  But I can’t do that, not with this.  I don’t care how she does it.  I’m not being associated with that bitch.  Although I’m fairly certain it’s too little, far too late.    
 
    When we’re called up to hand out our award, I want to defer to Nick or Arch, definitely not a half-drunk Jordan but it’s expected to be me, the face of the band.  I hear them introducing us, people start applauding.  I don’t know if she is still in the room but there will be no doubt in her mind about who I am now.  And she would have no way to know I gave her my real name.  She will think I lied about that too.  I paste on my professional face, I do what is expected of me, I introduce the person receiving the award using the Tele Prompter, shake hands, hand over a check. We take pictures and walk off the stage back to our seats, smiling at the people on tables around us.  Then I drop into my seat and close my eyes.   
 
    I don’t see her when the lights go up.  I don’t see her as we’re leaving the event room.  So I get shit faced drunk and have to be part carried back to the hotel.  Arch comes up to the suite with me.  He pulls my shoes off then grabs two bottles of water from the mini-fridge and throws one at me.  It hits my shoulder hard. 
 
    “Asshole,” I swat at the water.   
 
    “Speak for yourself,” he says, sitting down on the chair by the dressing table.   
 
    I lie half on, half off the bed diagonally, the world spinning. 
 
    “Drink the fucking water,” he tells me.   
 
    I try a few times and eventually get myself upright.  Shit, I can’t remember the last time I was this drunk.  I struggle to uncap the water.  Arch takes it, opens it and thrusts it at me.   
 
    “I’m not sure we should have this conversation right now, you’re barely coherent.  Drink both of these bottles of water or you’re gonna regret it tomorrow.  It’s our last performance.  You need to be at your best,” he shakes his head.  “When the hell did you find the time to meet a girl that is causing you this much shit?” 
 
    I look down at my hands, they’re hanging limp between my knees.  I don’t know how to explain anything.  My stomach hurts again.  But this time for a very different reason.  I jump up and run to the bathroom, only just making it before I hurl.  I sit next to the toilet putting my cheek to the wall, the nice cool surface that gives me some relief after my stomach is empty and tight from clenching hard as I puked.  
 
    “You gonna choke on your vomit and go out as a gone too soon Rock star?” 
 
    “Leave me alone, Arch.” 
 
    “This conversation isn’t over.  Drink the water.  I’ll be back in the morning, bright and early and I want to know what the fuck is going on with you.  All of it.” 
 
    He disappears from the bathroom doorway. I grab the bottle on the floor and take a few mouthfuls and spit them into the toilet before flushing it.  He’s right, this is gonna be a complete cluster fuck tomorrow.  I still don’t get how it has bothered me this much.  A woman I haven’t even touched, unless you count guiding her out of the club, pulling her into the VIP area.   
 
    I’m seriously losing my mind.  I take my phone out of the inside pocket of my jacket.  Three photographs are all I have of her.  In her little non-date with Douche outfit, the headless dress and the sexy chair pose.  This is all I’ll ever have of her and I’m stupid to think otherwise. 
 
    I sit there for an hour dozing on and off, or it could have been longer, who the hell knows.  I drink the whole bottle of water and when I try to take a piss I’m fairly certain I totally miss the bowl.  I somehow manage to get to the bed, drag my jacket off and loosen my bow tie before collapsing and falling into oblivion. 
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    I’m rudely awakened to the heavy chorus of an Evanescence song ‘Bring Me To Life’ blasting. Archer’s cell phone is by the side of my head and I receive a kick to the leg.  I barely flinch. 
 
    “You dead?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Arch laughs.  “I brought breakfast.  Go take a shower and come eat something, take some pills so we can talk.” 
 
    I raise my middle finger.  I don’t want to talk about anything.  “Turn that shit down,” I mumble, rolling over and slowly sitting up.  My eyes squint against the light.  I feel awful and for a minute think I may puke again but it passes.  Arch lowers the music and goes to set out the breakfast, he pours a coffee and brings it to me, then goes back to eat his food. 
 
    I drink some then do as he told me, scrunching up my nose at the smell of urine in the bathroom.  I take a shower and start to feel somewhat human again.  I hold the shower head out of the tub, spraying away the piss as best I can.  It soaks the bathroom floor, probably not the best of ideas.  I nearly break my neck getting out and have to grab onto the counter to prevent falling on my ass.  Once I straighten myself I grab a towel and wrap it around my middle, sauntering back out into the sitting area, holding the towel and going to sit down. 
 
    “Put some pants on,” Arch tells me. “I don’t want any dick slips scarring me for life.” 
 
    “I have a spectacular dick.” 
 
    “Don’t doubt it. Still don’t want to see it.” 
 
    After I’ve thrown on some underwear and jeans and taken the tablets he’s left for me on the bedside table, I go back over and grab some toast.  It’s about all I can handle right now. 
 
    “Thanks, wife,” I tell him. 
 
    “You’re lucky Jordan mooned the paparazzi last night, can’t have them seeing the golden boy three sheets to the wind.” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    Arch holds out his hands and I nod, Jordan is a law unto himself.  I should be grateful he distracted the blood hounds.  I finish the coffee and slice of toast feeling more normal.   
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “A figment of my imagination.” 
 
    He frowns. “Adam, I haven’t seen you do something this crazy over a girl since Erica.” 
 
    “Don’t bring her up for fucks sake.  It’s nothing like that.  I don’t even know this girl.” 
 
    “You’re confusing me.” 
 
    “I’m confusing my damn self.” 
 
    “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” 
 
    “It’s as good a place as any.” 
 
    Arch laughs and shakes his head, then his face changes.  “Come on, dude, what got you so drunk you can barely walk… What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s stupid.”  He doesn’t grace that with a response, just looks at me.  “Remember the chick in New York, the one who punched that guy in the club?” 
 
    He shakes his head, his face screwing up in thought.   
 
    “I almost got my balls handed to me cos I went outside with her without security.” 
 
    “Oh shit, yeah.  The near mob.  The hot one, David Bowie shirt or something?” 
 
    I nod.  “Alice In Chains.”  I half laugh, it wasn’t just me she was memorable to, that doesn’t surprise me.  As I tell him what’s been going on between us, it sounds even more absurd.  I don’t get explicit about the phone sex or the photographs. I let him know we’ve done more than just talk, his own imagination can take that where he wants.   
 
    “I agree,” he finally says.  “You’ve officially lost your mind.” 
 
    I glare at him.  “She looked so hurt, man.  She thinks I pretended to be someone else.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “How fucked up is it that I was pretending to be me.  Not this,” I sweep my hands down myself and around us.  “The real me.  For a little while, I was Adam Mathews again.” 
 
    “He doesn’t exist anymore, dude.  Well, not in any real sense.” 
 
    It’s hard hearing that.  I’ve been swallowed up by all of this and even though I wouldn’t change anything about my career in the music industry, I’d definitely change the way I handled things with Jenna.  I wouldn’t lie to her.   
 
    “You wanna pull the plug on the band?” 
 
    “Fuck no. Where the hell is that coming from?” 
 
    “Then get it together,” he tells me again.  “I don’t know what is going on in your head over this chick but you have a job to do, Aidan.  Going down this rabbit hole is gonna fuck you up.  Hell, you said it yourself, it doesn’t make any sense.  We have a show to pull off tonight, the fans are expecting us to be better than we’ve ever been.  I know it’s a lot to put on your shoulders, it always has been, and it pisses me the hell off that it’s your mug all over the bedrooms of teenage girls all over the world, but this machine wouldn’t work without you.”  He studies me, looks like he feels sorry for me.  “Move on, man. She will.” 
 
    I want to believe that.  I really do but he could never really get it.  Hurting her is hard to take.  With his words, it suddenly dawns on me Kevin would have been there to pick up the pieces of any reaction she had.  I clench my fists at the thought of that douchebag touching her.  I barely got a glimpse of him last night, I was too focused on Jenna. 
 
    “You’ve got until sound check to forget about this.  I suggest you do.” 
 
    Arch left me alone.  He’s right.  Of course he is.  Doesn’t stop me re-reading all of our texts and looking at her pictures one last time.  I hover over deleting it all but I can’t do it.  I still don’t know if I am going to go to New York.   
 
    What the hell is the point now? 
 
    The show goes off without a hitch.  I sing my fucking heart out, the pyrotechnics blow everyone away, the fans scream and call us back for three encores, which we oblige, although the third wasn’t planned.  Jordan is exhausted from attacking the drums with his usual passion and Nick is happy for us to go on without him, after we decide what we are going to sing, so it’s just Arch and me. We do an old A Capella we wrote together years ago, back when we were struggling to break into the industry, it is just our voices and a few strums of his guitar.  It was never recorded so everyone heard it for the first time tonight, it was a big hit and we could still hear the cheers as we went back to the dressing room.   
 
    I felt on top of the world.  This was what I was born to do.    
 
    Despite my plans still being up in the air, we didn’t change the gruelling press schedule the following day.  It took the make-up people a little longer than normal to get us looking how they wanted for the photo shoot, me especially.  I felt like a tool in a leather jacket with no top underneath. I go through the motions, I am as charismatic as is expected of me during the taped TV interviews.  I know Arch is watching me closely and I’m glad to see he seems satisfied I’ve done what he wants me to. 
 
    I go home to my place in Malibu for the first time in months.  It smells and feels empty, it’s too big for me.  It isn’t a home.  It’s a celebrity status.  The housekeeper has stocked the fridge.  I grab a beer and go out onto the balcony overlooking the beach as the sky turns dark.  I wonder where she is, if she’s hurting or already over it.  She was going home today, her tour over.  She is probably punching the shit out of something with a picture of my face on it.   
 
    Christ, if she Google’s me, it’s gonna shatter her even more.  There have been a lot of stories over the years about things I’ve done, some true, most fabrications, but she wouldn’t be able to differentiate.  Or maybe I’m just being big headed, maybe she doesn’t care.  Closing my eyes, seeing the way her expression changed from shock, to joy, to pain, I can’t believe she doesn’t care. 
 
    Torturing myself is pointless. 
 
    I go inside call my sister and arrange to visit.  She still lives in White Plains.  I tell her I’ll be there tomorrow.  I’m refusing to let it into my head that White Plains is barely an hour’s drive from New York City.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eleven 
 
       [image: A black and white logo with a guitar and notes  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    I drove down the long driveway of my childhood home on Whitewood Road and parked my rented SUV behind my sisters BMW.  She took over our parents’ home when they wanted to downsize a few blocks away.  It’s a 1920’s Colonial in a quiet cul-de-sac and, I always remember playing out in the street with all the local kids when we were growing up. 
 
    I come back as much as I can and because most people know me here they don’t really bother me as much as I normally have to deal with. 
 
    The outside of the house looks exactly the same, except Keira has moved the basketball hoop to the garden instead of above the garage door.  She wants Jake, her four-year-old son, to be able to play safely.  She didn’t think playing in the drive was safe, even though we both did it for years.  I guess when you have kids of your own your perspective on safety changes.  
 
    Jake runs down the porch steps to greet me and I sweep him up with one arm giving him a hug and a tousle of his hair with my other hand.  “How’s it going little man?” 
 
    “Good,” Jake smiles at me.  “I made you a drawing.” 
 
    “You did?  Awesome, I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
    Keira comes down the steps behind her son and watches me put him down.  I give her a hug and smile, I’m genuinely happy to be here.  Inside the house, nothing is the same as it was when we were kids.  She wanted to put her own mark and did it with a chic, stylish décor, clean lines, muted greys and blacks, lime green accent colour.  It didn’t stop me picturing our old homey, packed to the gills house. Mom is a hoarder.  There are still plenty of photos on the walls of us all. 
 
    “How’s work?” I ask following her into the kitchen.  She sets about making me a coffee.   
 
    “Busy, but I love it.”  She owns and runs her own clothing store, it’s really popular and she recently started selling online.   
 
    My sister looks like me, right down to her short, cropped hair.  Mom went ape shit when she first cut it all off because she had always had long, wavy blonde hair, but I thought it suited her, though I gave her some shit about wanting to look like me.  As she hands me the coffee, Jake comes barrelling in with a piece of paper in his little hand.  It’s covered in squiggles and blobs of paint and I have absolutely no clue what it is supposed to be. 
 
    “Jake saw a clip of you at the LA show,” Keira points out helpfully, indicating with her eyes towards the picture. 
 
    “This is awesome buddy, is this one me?” I point at a blue blob with lines coming out of the head and bottom.  He nods emphatically.  I tilt my head.  “I see the resemblance and that is the exact outfit I had on that night.”  It wasn’t far from the truth, the crowds couldn’t see me up close and personal but I looked like shit that night. 
 
    Keira laughs as her son beams.  “Jake why don’t you go wash up before dinner.” 
 
    He skips out happily and I get to my feet.  “He’s grown so much,” I tell her. 
 
    She nods and rests her hip against the centre island.  “So to what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from the Rock God?” 
 
    “You know I don’t get much free time, sis,” I say with a touch of guilt. 
 
    “I know but you usually don’t want to spend it with me.” 
 
    I toss an apple from the fruit bowl towards her but she catches it before it can hit her.  “I still don’t, I’m only here to see my nephew.” 
 
    “Turd-face.” 
 
    “Butt-hole.” 
 
    We both laugh at our childhood taunts.  Keira is three years younger than me and a single mom.  Jake’s dad didn’t want anything to do with him because he was still in college when he knocked my sister up.  Keira handled it better than I did.  I beat the shit out of the asshole.  I’m fairly sure she still has no idea I did that, let’s face it, the scumbag would never admit I’d broken two of his ribs and messed up his pretty boy face.  She would kill me if she knew.  Jake is a happy kid despite not having a dad around and the whole family dotes on him.  Even when I’m not around I send stuff to him all the time.  And I’m currently teaching him how to play guitar, even got him his own pint-sized instrument. 
 
    “Caught the show on You Tube, you weren’t too bad.” 
 
    “Supportive as ever.” 
 
    “You know I love you.  And I’m really proud of you.” 
 
    I stare at her, then we both laugh.  “I’ve missed your ugly mug.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go get set up in your room and take a shower, you look like shit.” 
 
    “Mommy, what’s shit?” 
 
    I burst out laughing, giving Keira a look that tells her she has some explaining to do. 
 
    “I only do this when you’re here,” she chides me.  “You’re such a bad influence.” 
 
    I hold out my hands, the picture of innocence and laugh as Jake asks again.  Keira is busy telling him to stop repeating the word as I head to my room. Keira has changed everything in here too but there are still some of my things on the dresser, old photos and trophies from when I played baseball in middle and high school.  I pause for a minute at a photo of me with Chris, my old friend who was killed.  I didn’t know I had pictures of him here, but it is a blow to the heart seeing it.  We were probably only thirteen or fourteen in the picture.  
 
    He always wanted to be a part of the band but he couldn’t play very well and the other guys didn’t hang out with him as much as me, they didn’t want him messing up our chances.  I still feel guilty I didn’t push to keep him, to help him learn to play better.  It was what eventually ended our friendship, seeing us become successful and leave him behind. 
 
    I toss my bag on to the double bed, which I’m grateful for because I used to have a single when I lived here, and head into the shower.   
 
    The water pressure is terrible, just like I remember but it feels good to clean off the travel.  When I return, Keira has laid out a meal and we sit down and reminisce, talk about our parents and Jake’s new friends in pre-school.  He shows me all of his new toys and I teach him some basketball, lifting him up high to make his shots drop through the hoop, he squeals in delight.   
 
    I watch TV when Keira puts him to bed.  I’ve done my best to not think about Jenna since I boarded the plane in LA.  My phone is in my pocket, I take it out and throw it on the coffee table out of reach.  When Keira comes back she has a couple of beers for us and sits on the other end of the couch, pulling her feet up beneath her so she is facing me. 
 
    “Penny for ‘em,” she says. 
 
    I look over at her.  “Just thinking about Jake, he’s cool, Ke, you’re doing a great job.” 
 
    She smiles softly.  “When is it gonna be your turn?  You know mom and dad are desperate for more grandkids.” 
 
    “It’ll have to come from you, my lifestyle is not suited to kids.” 
 
    “That won’t be happening any time soon.  Jake’s a handful as it is.  I couldn’t give him and my work as much focus if I had more.” 
 
    “Any guys in the picture?” 
 
    “I’m seeing someone but he hasn’t met Jake yet.” 
 
    “Yeah?  He treating you right?” 
 
    “Why, you gonna beat him up if he isn’t.” 
 
    I stare at her.  “I have no idea what you mean, Keira.” 
 
    “Yeah…sure,” she gives me knowing look. Okay, so I guess she does know what I did. 
 
    “But you do want some. Right?  Kids of your own.” 
 
    I scratch at the stubble on my chin.  It would be nice but at the minute, it’s the furthest thing from my mind.  “Maybe.  Just not right now.” 
 
    “I guess you don’t have anyone willing to give you a kid as much as they’re willing to say they had a night with the famous Aidan Gass.” 
 
    “You’re making me sound like a man-whore, sis.  Not cool.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what you musicians get up to when you’re on the road,” she nudges me. 
 
    “Not me…Not anymore.” 
 
    “Ooo, have you met someone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Real convincing, Adam.” 
 
    “Leave it alone Ke.” 
 
    Luckily after a scrutinising stare, she drops the subject.  “So tell me how things are going?  Do you have some time before you head off to Europe?  What are you gonna do?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure.  We have some commitments back in LA before we go, I just wanted a break away from everything for a while.” 
 
    She eyes me, she can always tell when I’m holding something in.  But thankfully doesn’t press me.  We drink the beers, watch a few re-runs of Friends then I turn in while she gets on with some work.  It’s nice, having a normal life for a little while.   
 
    Lying in bed I plug my phone in to charge.  I don’t know why I’m hoping she has answered my texts, she is never going to.  But I do notice she’s read them.  I sit up in bed staring at the screen and wonder what she’s doing.  Staying out here with Keira and Jake is probably the best thing to do for the next five days.  I can visit my parents too.  No one will bother me here.   
 
    If I go to New York I’m sure to be recognised and won’t get any peace.  I do have friends in the city I could catch up with.  Maybe I could spend a day or two there.  Maybe. 
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    After brunch with my parents, Keira and Jake, I decide to bite the bullet and make an overnight trip to the city.  I book a hotel under my real name and set off, waving to Jake and Keira standing on the porch.  I call a couple of friends on the way and arrange to go out tonight for something to eat.  I’m used to getting recognised, it’s gonna happen no matter what I do, I’m gonna enjoy myself instead of hiding away, and maybe if a certain someone gets wind of me being in the city, she might reconsider answering my messages.  
 
    I laugh at my own stupidity. 
 
    The hotel staff are surprised when they see who is checking in but the manager assures me he will do everything he can to keep my stay here private.  I put on a cap and sunglasses, and head out for a stroll to Central Park.  I downloaded some music at Keira’s last night, some Rolling Stones, Guns n Roses and Led Zeppelin.  No particular reason, I tell myself as I listen to them through my wireless ear buds, it’s good stuff, I’ve listened to these bands of course, they’re all legends in their own right but it’s been a while.  Luckily, I’m only recognised as I’m heading out of the park, so got in a fairly decent walk by myself.  Initially it’s a few people asking for pictures and autographs, but the more people that start to surround me, the more I get worried I’ve fucked up.   
 
    A couple of NYPD officers patrolling the area step in when they see the commotion, realise who I am and clear people away so I can get in a cab.  I still don’t fully escape the craziness when the cabbie asks for an autograph too but I don’t mind that so much.  As we’re heading back to the hotel I spot a gym, a boxing gym.  It’s not necessarily hers but it makes me think of her.  Arch would kick my ass if he knew so I forget about it and go back to get ready for dinner with my friends. 
 
    I would have preferred to go to a regular restaurant but it makes sense to go somewhere that caters to celebrities, where we won’t be too disturbed.  I suggested Peter Luger, who serves some of the best steak in the city.  Kono and Jasper are friends from the early days, they own a recording studio and worked with us on the first record.  They’ve been married for six years now, we all went to their wedding in Hawaii, where Kono was born and raised before meeting Jasper who was on vacation following him back to the mainland. 
 
    “When are you gonna come back and record an album with us?” Kono asks over drinks at the end of the meal.  “You know we’ve got a bigger studio than we used to have.” 
 
    “It’s still not as big as the one they record at in LA darlin’,” Jasper tells her in his soft Southern drawl. 
 
    “Why are you trying to talk him out of this?” Kono asks her husband.  “Ignore him, he clearly took a knock to the head when he was renovating the house.” 
 
    I laugh and wonder about the suggestion.  We did have fun recording the album here.  It might make a nice change and take us in a different direction getting creative in a new city.   
 
    “How about you show me the new place while I’m here, I might be able to swing it.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Kono’s mouth drops open. 
 
    “Why not?  You asked Kono, don’t look so surprised.  You’re good at what you do, I think it might be a good idea.” 
 
    “Well fuck me.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you about that mouth?” 
 
    Kono looks at Jasper, she clutches his hand.  “You love my mouth.  Filthy and all.” 
 
    “Get a room,” I laugh when I see the way they’re looking at each other.  They both laugh too although Kono is blushing and Jasper is still giving her loving eyes. 
 
    “Why don’t I call Bianca after seeing the studio and float the idea?” 
 
    “That would be so amazing, Aidan, I know you’re gonna love the new place.” 
 
    “Well, we created a pretty special album with you guys first time around.  Arch and I need to take some time after the European tour to do some writing, but it might get the creative juices flowing being in the City.” 
 
    Kono claps her hands together.  “I’m so excited.” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited darlin’ he’s still got to run it by that hard ass he calls a manager.” 
 
    “I can handle Bianca,” I smile at them.  The more I think about it, the more I like the idea of it.  I’m glad I came to meet them.  Even if I’m not in the city for the reasons I’d hoped, it was good to make this connection with old friends.  “I think this could work.  I’ll speak to the guys tomorrow. If I get them on my side, then Bianca is gonna have to fight hard to veto it.  We all have family here too.” 
 
    I pick up the tab, despite their protests, but when it’s over a hundred bucks for a steak, I’d rather they didn’t use their money when I can pay for this a hundred times over.   
 
    Before we leave, I ask a stupid question, because I know they live in the area. 
 
    “You guys know of a gym around East Village that works with MMA fighters?” 
 
    Kono shakes her head.  “Who has time to go the gym?  And MMA?” she wrinkles her nose.  “I could think of nothing worse.” 
 
    Jasper on the other hand does know of one.  He’s not sure of the address but thinks it might be by Tompkins Square Park.  When he asks why I shrug it off, saying I started watching some fights and knew a couple of the professional guys I’d seen trained there.   
 
    It won’t be too hard to figure out where it actually is.  I just need to think whether it’s a good idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
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    “Doll are you sure you should be here, you look awfully tired and I have Tina now to pick up the slack.  I’m talking a day or two nothing more.  It’s been a long six weeks for you.” 
 
    “Iz, I’m fine honestly.”  I’d rather be in work than home alone with nothing to keep my mind off Adam.  Or Aidan, who he actually is.  “Besides, as good as Tina is at picking up some of my stuff, we need to keep on top of what you do and I don’t want you worrying about work when you have Ada to take care of.  I swear, I’m fine, maybe a little tired yes but I’m happy to be here, so stop hounding me about it.” 
 
    She looks at my lopsided grin, unsure whether I actually mean it or not and eventually gives in and heads back to her office.  She is leaving in an hour to go to Ada’s next treatment at the hospital.  She introduced me to Tina when I came in yesterday after getting home, unpacking and coming to the office.  Everyone was surprised to see me, but I needed to be here.  We spent most of my time catching up on the tour and discussing how successful it had been.  I told no one about the last night.  Only that I had gotten sick before it started and had to return to the hotel.  I had to tell Izzy that because Elle would likely mention it.   
 
    Both Elle and Kevin were disappointed for me and Kevin even offered to take me back to the hotel but I assured him I would be fine and didn’t want him to miss anything. I didn’t want anyone to see me crying.  Nor could I face him and from his texts I knew he wanted to see me.  I was sure there was no way he would be able to explain what I saw and what I had come to realise about him.   
 
    He is a big fat liar.  Just like Lance, just like the other men I’d put my trust in. 
 
    I feel like such a fool.  Seeing him there was a big enough surprise.  He was supposed to be in Florida.  Then watching as that beautiful model draped herself over him, kissed him, sickened me.  Not to mention finding out he isn’t even who he said he is.  Aidan Gass, lead singer of a rock band.  God I am so naïve.  It seems I am the only person in the world who has no idea who he is.  At least now I know why he was asking about my taste in music.  He probably thinks I’m an idiot for not knowing who he is.  I’ve listened to some of it since and hate to admit, they’re good. 
 
    Running my hands over my face, I swivel my chair around to look out of the window behind my desk.  Izzy has a desk for Tina out with the other staff so I still have my own space, even though Tina is picking up a lot of my work.  I’m due to meet with her in fifteen minutes to go over everything she has done while I was away and what needs doing now I’m back.  Izzy told me to think of her as my assistant now, which is strange because I really don’t feel like I should have an assistant.   
 
    Izzy wants to sit down and go through what she is expecting of me too and left a package on my desk with my new compensation details, a raise of almost five thousand dollars per year.  I am planning on protesting when I meet with her but know she won’t change her mind. 
 
    At least I still have my work and the gym.  I was so glad to get back there this morning and even took to the ring with Sam working on proper fighting techniques.  Some of the guys were watching and cheering me on and Joey spoke to me afterwards saying any time I want to spar and learn a few pro moves, he’d be more than happy to work with me.  I left considering it, but only because I wanted to learn from a professional, not because I want anything to do with Joey.  I am definitely sworn off men. 
 
    I call Megan before Tina is due to come in. 
 
    “Hey Meg, how are you?  I’m back from the tour,” I say.  “Will you be able to come Friday morning to train?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m good, how was the trip?” 
 
    “Good, we saw so many amazing things while I was away and the book tour was a huge success.  It was a lot of fun but I am glad to be home.  What do you say about Friday? I’ve missed our morning sessions.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to get there in the mornings now,” she says.  “Work has given me some extra shifts and I need to start earlier.” 
 
    “Oh that’s a shame, I was looking forward to it.” 
 
    “I know, me too, I’m really sorry Jen.  I could try and fit in a few later after work if that is good for you.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can make some arrangements…” I fiddle with the wire on the phone.  Megan doesn’t sound like her usual self.  “So work is busy?” 
 
    “Yeah, they needed someone to pick up some slack, the extra money is good, I couldn’t really pass it up.” 
 
    “I understand,” I tell her.  “Just give me a call next time you’re free in the evening and I’ll make sure I can go any time that suits you.” 
 
    “Great, thanks Jen.  I’ll speak to you soon.” 
 
    I end the call feeling uneasy.  Maybe I’m reading too much into it.  Maybe work has got busy for her.  I don’t know her history, it’s just a feeling but it could all be my imagination.  
 
    After spending time working through everything with Tina and then Izzy, I yawn so big my jaw cracks, I’m marched out of the office and told to go home.  No one lets me protest so I grab my purse and workout bag and walk home.  It’s hard not to think about Adam…Aidan.   
 
    Not just that I feel betrayed but he has that picture of me now.  I don’t know what he is going to do with it.  Does he do that sort of thing a lot?  Surely he can get any girl he wants, why waste time with me, just to have phone sex.  Then I remind myself he is coming to New York and wanted more from me and I would have given it.   
 
    I will drive myself crazy if I don’t stop thinking of him, but I can’t shake the fact that some of the things he said did actually give hints to who he is.  Watching him on stage at some of his concerts made me wish things were different.  He is pretty amazing, his voice strong and a little gritty, he can definitely hold a tune live and he looks like a consummate rock star when he’s on stage.  Women adore him, which is painfully obvious.  I read far too many stories about things he did in his past.  Things that shock me. 
 
    His representatives issued a statement saying he was not with that model he kissed at the benefit, saying the photo had been taken out of context.  Yeah right, I’d seen it live, it did not look out of context to me and they dated in the past, so it was difficult for me to believe his statement was true. 
 
    I make myself some dinner and sit down to watch TV.  I am not in the mood to do anything meaningful.  I fiddle with my phone, text Brooke to arrange dinner in the next few days, go over my calendar for the coming week and look online at some new workout clothes.  When I hear his name I look up at the TV.  A celebrity gossip show has started without my notice and they’re discussing spotting him out and about. 
 
    There is footage of him leaving a restaurant with a couple who are holding hands behind him.  He raises his hand and waves as they head to a car with darkened windows but he does not stop to speak to any of the people trying to surround him.  He’s in New York?  He came? 
 
    I snap off the TV, how have I gone my whole life never hearing about him and his stupid band and now I’m seeing and hearing about where he is and what he is doing? Irritated I get up to pace the floor between my sofa and coffee table.  I can’t believe he still came.  He said he was moving his schedule around to make time to come and see me.  I squeeze my eyes shut.  He isn’t the man I thought he was.  In fact, he is so far out of reach I don’t know why I think anything could happen. 
 
    I decide to torture myself reading over our texts.  I haven’t had the heart to delete them yet.  I stare at the picture he sent, the last one, the obscene one and despite myself, get a little thrill thinking of what came after that.   
 
    Sitting down, I go back to the text with his memory of life before fame.  I turn on my laptop and Google him again, to verify the story. There isn’t much information on his early life, but he did grow up in White Plains and he does have a sister.  So he wasn’t lying about that.  Then I look back at his last texts.  The ones at the benefit.  He hasn’t tried to get in touch with me since that night.   
 
    When the phone pings in my hand for a second I think it is from him, but its Brooke, saying she is free at the weekend for drinks at McAllister’s but other than that she is swamped with work.  I make the date then decide to go to bed.   
 
    Forget Aidan Gass. It was never meant to be. 
 
      
 
    [image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    In the morning when I arrive at the gym there is some sort of commotion over by one of the rings.  I’m not concerned, it isn’t unusual for fighters who don’t train here to show up and mingle. I go the locker room and change into my workout stuff then head over to my usual bag.  I do some warm-ups and then tape up and put on my gloves.   
 
    Usually by now Sam has joined me or at least said hello so I glance over to where there are a few guys talking to someone.  I presume it’s someone who used to fight here or a new guy and get back to the bag.  I’m knocking it pretty hard when someone grabs it to stop it swinging away from me. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I look up into his blue eyes.  Oh shit.   
 
    “Don’t hit me,” he says, holding up both hands.  “I just want to talk.” 
 
    I glance back at the others.  Some of them are watching, Joey mostly, the rest are getting back to what they were doing but from the buzz in the air it’s clear they know who he is. Again I feel an idiot for not knowing. 
 
    “What are you doing here?  How did you find me?  You need to leave.” 
 
    He puts his hands on his hips and keeps staring at me. I’m not walking away, this is my gym, he can go to hell if he thinks I’m going to leave. 
 
    “I told you I was coming to New York. I found the gym through a friend and searching the internet.  And I don’t want to leave.” 
 
    Well then.  “I’m busy, do you mind?” 
 
    I swing at the bag again, grunting the harder I hit it. I’m a sweaty wreck, I know my face is bright red and I probably look like the most unattractive woman he has ever seen, but I don’t care even though he hasn’t stopped staring at me.  I slam my fist against the bag, aiming so that it swings in his direction.  He manages to dodge it by side stepping. 
 
    “Would it help if you did hit me?” 
 
    “Go away, Adam,” I pause and look at him, holding up one hand to stop the bag swinging back and knocking me over.  “Or should I say Aidan.” 
 
    “Aidan is my stage name.  Adam is my real name.  Adam Mathews.” 
 
    I walk away and head to the weight room, leaving him standing there watching me. Adam is his real name? Seriously? He must think I’m an idiot. I squeeze my eyes tight real quick, I can’t believe he’s here.  I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror, god I really do look hideous and for a second I want to cover my face and run away.  Then I see him standing in the doorway, one shoulder leaning against the wall, watching as I go to pick up some weights but I stop and stare at his reflection.   
 
    “Can you at least give me five minutes to explain?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Come on, Slugger.  Do you really think I would come all this way, seek you out and be here if it didn’t matter to me?” 
 
    “Stop calling me Slugger.  And if what matters to you?  Some stupid text messages and…” 
 
    “An incredible night on the phone?” he says quietly but intensely.  “It’s more than that and you know it.  You wouldn’t be this upset if it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Who said I was upset?” 
 
    I’m trying not to think about that phone call and glance at his reflection again, his blue eyes are boring into me, making me remember.  For a second I feel myself wanting to relent then Joey comes into the room. 
 
    “Everything okay in here, Jenna?” 
 
    “Fine, Joey, but I’m gonna need to leave for work soon so can we get in the ring before I hit the shower?” 
 
    “Sure,” Joey says, looking at Adam who doesn’t acknowledge or even wither under the gaze of a top-class MMA fighter.  His eyes are on me. 
 
    I follow Joey out of the weight room, leaving him behind.  Joey pulls down the ropes and holds my hand helping me into the ring.  I try not to look but I see Adam is going nowhere.  In fact, he’s coming closer but stops a few feet back by the wall to watch.  His eyes travel down my body and I finally remember I’m wearing tiny black lycra shorts and a hot pink work out bra.  Good, get an eye full asshole, see how great I look, despite my sweaty hair and red face and nerves about training with a professional for the first time with him watching. 
 
    Joey decides to make the most of getting me in the ring.  He’s not sparring with me, he’s standing close behind me, holding up one of my arms to show me how to position myself.  I can barely hear what he is saying.  I’m too busy casting glances at Adam.  I can see his fists are tight and he looks pissed.  Good, be jealous.  See what he wants but can’t have.  Joey’s breath is in my hair as he moves in closer, and puts a hand low down on my hip, his body touching mine, it’s hard and strong, a wall of pure muscle, he could snap me in half without a second thought.   
 
    “Joey, back it up,” Sam shouts, snapping me out of my daze.  “That ain’t any way to train her and you know it.  You two want to cop a feel of each other, do it outside of my gym.” 
 
    I’m more than a little mortified at Sam’s remarks I glance quickly at Adam and see him smirking.  Joey steps back and holds out his hands to Sam.   
 
    “You,” Sam crooks his finger at me.  I walk across the ring and crouch down so I’m level with him. “You know better than to rile up the guys. Rules go for women too.  Understand?” 
 
    “Sorry, Sam.  I didn’t do it intentionally.” 
 
    Sam’s eyes cut to Adam.  “This have anything to do with the pretty boy who showed up this morning looking for you.” 
 
    “No,” I tell him and laugh inwardly at him being referred to as a pretty boy.  Sam looks at me and sees right through me.   
 
    “Well, he wants to join the gym, said he could be spending some time in New York and you recommended the place.” 
 
    What? I must look horrified cos he chuckles at me. “You don’t need the business, Sam,” I step over the lower rope and sit down on the edge of the ring.  It starts bouncing, I glance back and see another fighter has got in and is sparring with Joey.  He looks at me and grins, but the distraction gives his opponent an in and he gets a kick to the face. 
 
    “Serves you right,” Sam grumbles up at him. “Whatever this thing is,” Sam points between the ring, me and Adam.  “Keep it outside the gym.” 
 
    “It isn’t a thing, Sam.  Don’t sweat it.” 
 
    I look at the clock.  I have at least another twenty minutes before I would normally leave but I don’t want to be here anymore.  I ignore Adam and go the locker room to take a shower. 
 
    I hope he’s gone when I’m done. I don’t like to admit I’ve taken a little more care with my appearance than I usually would.  There is no sign of him when I come out of the locker room and for a brief moment I’m disappointed he gave up so easily.  When I walk out onto the street he’s standing in the doorway, a ball cap pulled down low and dark glasses covering his eyes.  It isn’t much of a disguise but it seems to be working, with his gorgeous blue eyes covered and his dirty blonde hair under the cap, unless you were up close and personal, it would be hard to recognise him, but it probably won’t work for long. 
 
    “Jenna, let me buy you breakfast.  Just give me that and if you still think I’m an asshole I’ll leave.” He bends a little so he is closer to my height.  “Please?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
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    Against my better judgement I get in the car with him.  I ignore him as I text Izzy to let her know I may be a little late, I don’t plan on spending any more time with him than necessary.  The car is huge and has leather seats and a large GPS screen showing directions.  The windows are tinted black to keep out prying eyes, it’s another show of who he is.  I keep my gaze on the window to my side, fortunately he doesn’t try to talk. 
 
    When we pull up at a hotel I look at him with a hostile expression. 
 
    “It’s more private here.” 
 
    I give him a further dirty look.  A valet opens the door for me and I climb out.  Adam gives him the keys then walks with me inside.  Someone greets him and tells him everything is set up.  I look at him sideways, what does that mean?  We follow the employee through a door into an empty restaurant.  It’s the height of breakfast, why is this place empty? 
 
    We’re shown to a table at the back by the kitchen, as far away from the door and windows as we can get.  Adam holds out a chair for me and I scowl at him.  He doesn’t back away so I sit and watch him go around so he is opposite me. He doesn’t sit next to me even though the table is set for four.   
 
    A server brings a carafe of coffee then some pastries, and hot food. 
 
    “I didn’t know what you want so asked for a selection.” 
 
    “Is this you showing off your celebrity status?  A booked-out restaurant and more food than I can ever eat?” 
 
    “It’s the easiest way to talk to you privately but somewhere you’ll feel comfortable.” 
 
    I huff as he pours us both a coffee.  He holds up the sugar but I shake my head.  He adds one to his.  It’s getting awkward now. 
 
    “I have twenty minutes before I need to leave,” I tell him. 
 
    “Fair enough, I did only ask for five.” 
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek and look at him.  His eyes are bluer than I remember.  Despite how handsome his face is, he isn’t smiling, he looks sad. 
 
    “I don’t like doing this,” he glances around at the empty room.  “But it’s the only way to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t need protection.” 
 
    “I don’t want your privacy invaded and believe me, that’s what would happen if the press saw you with me.  Regardless of the circumstances, they would make stuff up.  That’s the story of my life.”  He looks away, down at the food.  He offers me something with a wave of his hand.  I am hungry so I take a bagel.  “Jenna, I didn’t want to lie to you.” 
 
    “Yet you did,” I snap. 
 
    He nods, he knows he did.  “It wasn’t a conscious thing.  In fact, telling you my real name when we first met was something I never do.  I don’t know why I did it, well, that’s not completely true.  You didn’t recognise me or didn’t seem to.  It’s been a long time since I’ve come across a woman who didn’t know who I was or didn’t want something from me.” 
 
    I tilt my head, looking to see if he really means that.  His expression is sincere.  “It doesn’t explain what you were doing at the benefit.  You said you were in Florida...then you…”  I don’t want to mention the woman, that makes me get a lump in my throat which is hard to swallow. 
 
    He nods again.  “That wasn’t what it looked like.  You’ve probably looked me up, seen the pictures, the history with her?  Yeah, we had a thing a while ago but that night, I hadn’t seen her for months.  I didn’t want to see her, she set me up for publicity, she brought her own photographer.  I know that is no excuse.  It must have been horrible for you to see.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything, Adam.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true,” I say a little harsher than I intended.  “We’ve said all along this thing we are doing is strange.  It’s because it doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    He’s quiet for a minute.  “It meant something to me.” 
 
    I’m stunned into silence.  It meant something to me too but I don’t want to admit it. 
 
    “You looked me up?” he changes the subject. 
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t?  I found out you’ve been lying to me the whole time I’ve been talking to you. I wanted to know who you actually are.” 
 
    “I’m not that guy you’ve read about Jenna.  I’ve done some shit sure, but most of what is out there, is fake, its lies by the press or things our publicist puts out to sell more records, make us more relevant, or whatever.  That is what my life is and I tried to tell you that, I know I did a shitty job of it.  I tried to keep my distance,” he pauses to drink some coffee and leans back in his chair.  “Believe me, I tried.  You’re not like any of the other women I’ve met.  I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, for you to realise who I am and when it didn’t,” he shrugs.  “Then all I could think was how it would hurt us if you found out the truth, knowing that my lifestyle is… different.  I didn’t want to stop talking to you.  I didn’t want to do what my head was telling me to and stop altogether.”  
 
    “I could have handled the truth, Adam.” 
 
    “Could you?  Really?” 
 
    I think about it.  Probably not. I doubt I would have responded to anything he sent me, I certainly wouldn’t have done what we did on the phone.  He can tell from my silence what my answer is. 
 
    “Despite what I really wanted, I convinced myself to let this go after what happened in LA.  I know you were hurt by what you saw and I decided it would be best to forget about you and what we’ve had the last few months, let you live your life without my insanity in it.  It would have been the smart thing to do.  But I came to New York anyway, still telling myself I’d leave you alone.  I was here to see my family and catch up with some other people, not go near you.  You don’t need someone like me in your life. But I need you to know it wasn’t my intention to hurt you.” He blows out a breath.  “I haven’t talked about the things I talked to you about for years.  My family, friends, my real name for fucks sake,” he winces and looks apologetic for swearing.  “To the world I’m Aidan Gass.  To you, I was Adam.  It was nice to be the real me for a change.” 
 
    All I can do is look down at my hands.  He does seem genuine but he could just be a really good actor.  Why would he come here to talk to me?  Go to all this trouble to make sure he can explain himself?  “What do you want from me?” I ask quietly, my eyes meeting his.  “Now that I know who you are, we can’t just pick up where we left off.” 
 
    “I thought you would feel like that and I told myself I would go with it, that I couldn’t invade your life but,” he raises and drops his arms, then looks away in silence. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He looks back, huffs out a laugh.  “Seeing you changed my mind.  I don’t want to walk away and forget about you.” 
 
    I swallow.   
 
    “It’s not just about how you look, it’s who you are, and it’s the way you make me feel like me again.  It’s so messed up. My friends told me to forget about it. My life is crazy, it would never work, but I’ve never wanted anything more.” 
 
    “Your friends?  You told them about me?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Well, Arch set me straight when I got shit faced drunk over what happened in LA,” he cuts himself off. 
 
    He got drunk?  Is that really because of me? A part of me felt relieved he’d told someone, it meant he really did feel something for me, for this, whatever it is.  I look at my watch, it’s been much longer than the twenty minutes I told Izzy I would be. I should tell her I’d be longer.  Adam misinterprets what I’m doing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jenna.  I guess I’m deluded or something.”  He puts his hands on the table and starts to push his chair back. 
 
    I reach out a hand and touch his fingertips.  “Adam, it’s not that. This is crazier than our texts.  It’s… You’re… I don’t know what to think right now.  We really don’t know anything about each other.  I’m sorry you got shit faced drunk because of me,” I laugh a little, it really isn’t funny but I can’t help myself. 
 
    He looks at me like I’m mad then at my fingers on his.  He sits back down and after a few seconds his face cracks into a smile. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do next,” I say taking my hand back. 
 
    “Well, why don’t we eat something, we can talk?” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping with you,” I blurt out. 
 
    His eyebrows shoot up. 
 
    “I mean, if we’re gonna talk properly in person and you know…get to know each other, I don’t think we should sleep together, even though we said we wanted to on the phone.” 
 
    He looks amused.  “Okay…Never?” he adds. 
 
    “Let’s just take that off the table for now.”  Not just because I’m terrified of the thought, because it will prove if what he is saying is true, when he can get anyone he wants, it’s a good test of how serious he is. 
 
    “For now,” he nods but I can see the wheels turning in his head and the gleam in his eye, I know what he is thinking about, and dammit I am too, but I have to stick to my guns.  I can’t get hurt again so I’m not going to let myself get attached in case it doesn’t work out.  
 
    “What happens now?” I ask, glancing around the empty restaurant. 
 
    “You like movies?”  I must look confused.  “It’s easy to hide in a dark theatre.” 
 
    “Okay…So this would be a date?” 
 
    “Yeah.  We can’t talk much but we’ll be together.” 
 
    I forgot we would have to hide.  God, am I seriously thinking about getting into something with a fucking rock star women all over the world want to be with?  He sees my hesitation.   
 
    “I’ve never done this before either,” he says.  “We can figure it out.” 
 
    I bite my lip. 
 
    “If you aren’t going to sleep with me, stop doing that,” he says pointedly staring at my mouth making me blush.  “And don’t blush either, it’s too sexy.” 
 
    “I can’t help blushing.  You stop thinking about sex.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” I try to look annoyed.  “I do have to go.  I’m busy in work.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he says even though he looks disappointed.  “I need to go see someone about some studio work out here.” 
 
    “Really?  Here in the city.” 
 
    “Yep. I’m hoping to work on the next album here.  I’ll be in the city a whole lot more.” 
 
    I can’t help but wonder if that is because of me.  It makes me think about him barely being here. On tour for months, doing interviews, I still don’t actually know where he lives.  How can this ever work? 
 
    “You’re overthinking again, Slugger.” 
 
    “Is that your catchphrase?” 
 
    “Until I can get you to stop.” 
 
    “You want me to stop thinking?” I arch a brow.   
 
    “Only about not sleeping with me.” 
 
    I grab the bagel and get up, he can see I’m more amused than annoyed even though I give him a stern look.   
 
    “Give me your address, I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you at the theatre.”  He doesn’t look happy.  “Let’s keep the rock star away from where I live for now.” 
 
    “Good point.  I’ll text you the details then.” 
 
    “You do that,” I turn and walk away. I thought about kissing his cheek but decided against it.  As I get nearer the exit I glance back and see him staring at my ass, he grins when he sees I caught him.  Then I push through the door and can’t wipe the silly grin off my face. 
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    I’m so distracted in work thinking over our conversation, I manage to knock a whole cup of coffee over myself and shout out curse words as the hot liquid burns right through my skirt.  I hurry to the kitchen and see everyone looking at me.  Izzy is in the conference room next to the kitchen with a client and gives me a look.  I apologise and hurry back to my office, shutting the door. Not exactly a fashion statement, but I shimmy out of my skirt behind my desk and pull on gym tights from my bag. I notice a message has come and roll my eyes when I read it but can’t help laughing. 
 
      
 
    Adam:  Is porn a possibility? 
 
    Me: Absolutely not 
 
    Adam: ;-) Mildly erotic romance? 
 
    Me: Stop it 
 
    Adam: Come on, I know you love those 
 
    Me: Something with a lot of explosions and testosterone 
 
    Adam: I have a lot of testosterone and know something about explosions 
 
    Me: I’m not going with you if you don’t cut it out 
 
    Adam: Okay, white flag 
 
    Me: I’m busy, go do some work  
 
    Adam: This is work, finding out what you like 
 
      
 
    I chuckle and pull up the local theatre website to see what is showing.  I pick an action movie and send him a screenshot. 
 
      
 
    Adam: You know they always have at least one fuck scene in these action movies, right?  Don’t cancel…I’ll stop, promise.  We’ll go see a Disney movie that seems the safest choice.  Although what’s up with that chick who lives with seven men? 
 
      
 
    I laugh and put the phone away.  He’s driving me crazy.  I can almost imagine he isn’t a super famous, desired sex symbol.  If anything, this is going to be interesting. 
 
    He texts when I get home to tell me the name of the theatre, what time and that he has pre-booked our tickets and will meet me inside.  I spend far too much time deciding what I’m going to wear.  With all our conversations about date attire I don’t want to give him any ammunition.  I settle on skinny jeans, a pale pink sleeveless blouse with a bow at the throat and a pair of medium height heels.   
 
    When I arrive and go inside I don’t see him or anyone wearing a ball cap to hide who they are.  I wonder if he is going to sneak in through the back.  How does this usually work?  I buy popcorn and glance around.  I notice an older guy in a long coat with a beard and glasses looking at me.  I turn away, look at my watch.  Where is he?  I think about texting him when the man approaches me.  
 
    I’m about to tell him I’m not interested when he says, “Snow White was fully booked.” 
 
    I turn and see the blue eyes behind the glasses.  
 
    “Is that a fake beard?” I whisper with a laugh.   
 
    He wiggles his eyebrows and I touch the beard.  It looks so realistic.  He leans in and kisses me, it’s not a chaste kiss and I gasp in surprise, I can’t stop myself putting my arm around his neck as he pulls me closer to him, his hands on my hips, I nearly drop the popcorn when his tongue moves over my lips, seeking entry, sliding against mine.  I can’t believe we’re doing this, my heart is thumping so hard I’m sure he can feel it.  It’s our first kiss and we’re in the middle of the lobby of a movie theatre, him in a ridiculous old man disguise.  I open my eyes as he stops and look into his, he gives me a sexy smile.   
 
    His grin widens when he pulls away leaving me slightly breathless, then takes my hand leading me into the theatre.  When we find our seats I can’t stop staring at him.   
 
    “Like this look, huh?” 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “I have a friend who does props for movies, got him to hook me up with some disguises.” 
 
    I shake my head, study his face, then take off his glasses and put them in his shirt pocket.  I scratch at the beard, its thick and grey, I scrunch up my nose.  He reaches up and peels it off, wincing a bit when the glue catches the real stubble on his chin, it looks even stranger in his hand.   
 
    “What about when we leave?” 
 
    “You can wear it, that’ll distract the crowds.” 
 
    I laugh and we settle back as the trailers start.  He reaches over and takes my hand.  I glance at him, but he’s looking at the screen, I look at our hands and he leans towards me.   
 
    “That was a hell of a first kiss, Slugger.”  He kisses my cheek. 
 
    Then he moves back and faces forward again.  I can still feel his lips on my cheek as he squeezes my hand in his and I fidget a bit in my seat, he knows what he’s doing to me.  God, this sex abstinence is going to be really hard. 
 
    We hold hands throughout the whole film, he keeps moving his thumb in circles over mine and if you asked me what happened in the movie, I wouldn’t be able to tell you.  I can’t stop thinking about kissing him or how we had gone from me never wanting to see him again to this, in a matter of twenty-four hours. 
 
    We wait until the theatre is practically empty and he puts the glasses on and pulls up the collar of his coat.  It’s raining when we leave which helps stop people spotting who he is.  He keeps hold of my hand as we run out into the wet street and he takes me to his SUV. 
 
    “I’m not letting you get a cab,” he says holding the door for me.  I’m getting soaked so I climb in, looking around to make sure no one saw him.  “That was kind of exhilarating,” he laughs as he pulls into traffic.  We don’t get far before we have to join a queue of impatient honking drivers. “I can’t remember the last time I kissed a girl in the open like that.” 
 
    “Dressed as an old pervert?” I arch a brow. 
 
    He looks down and checks his pockets.  “Shit I dropped my beard in the theatre,” he bursts out laughing.  “Someone is gonna get a surprise when they find that.” 
 
    He looks happy, carefree and I wonder if it is me who has done this to him, it’s a hell of a difference to the way he looked at the gym.  He catches me looking and winks.  God, he is so hot.  I give him directions to my apartment.  So much for not letting him go where I live. 
 
    “What are you doing tomorrow?” he asks, carefully manoeuvring through the traffic to take a left towards the East Village.   
 
    “Working.” 
 
    “Can you take the day?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want to take you somewhere.” 
 
    “Aren’t we moving a little fast here?” 
 
    “I only have three days before I have to go back to LA.” 
 
    I lower my eyes, I hadn’t thought of that.  I was just getting my head around how things between us have changed so fast, spending time with him, and he’ll be leaving. 
 
    “Let’s only worry about that when we need to, okay?” he says, reaching over and lifting my chin.  “You think you can get the day off?” 
 
    I’m fairly sure Izzy won’t mind, given we have Tina there now but it’s really short notice and I’ve been gone a while with the book tour. Izzy is in and out with Ada too.  He can see I’m worrying it.   
 
    “I can always pop in and ask for you,” he wiggles his eyebrows. 
 
    “No,” I cry, looking at him. 
 
    “Ashamed of me?” 
 
    “Adam,” I sigh.  “Okay, I’ll ask.  Where do you want to take me exactly?” 
 
    “Home.”  I turn to look at him.  “White Plains.  I want to show you my basketball hoop.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I groan, putting my hands over my face and throwing my head back. 
 
    “Now who’s thinking dirty?  I mean it,” he laughs.  “I want to take you to my sister’s place.  No one bothers me there.” 
 
    His sisters place?  Meeting his family?  He must see the terror on my face.  “Keira is cool, she won’t ask questions,” he says as he gets onto a free stretch of road and speeds up.  “And I’m sure you’ll love my nephew.” 
 
    “Adam, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Don’t say no straight away, think about it and let me know later.  I need to go back tomorrow anyway, I’m checking out of the hotel and I’ve left most of my stuff there.” 
 
    I sit back as he drives towards my apartment, traffic has eased up enough for it to be a straight shoot.  When we pull up, he looks towards my building.  It’s a nice place, there is a deli beneath it and it has an awning and flower baskets outside.  I’ve always loved living here. 
 
    “We don’t have to go,” he says.  “I guess I’m getting carried away.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I tell him.  “I promise.” 
 
    He nods, gives me a smile.  “Come here,” he leans closer and I move towards him.  He kisses me again and my eyes sweep shut as his hand comes up and runs through my hair. I’ll be the first to admit I’m disappointed when he pulls away before it can deepen.  I wonder if I’m pushing him away too much, as I’m sure he is wondering if he is pushing me too far.   
 
    “I’ll wait till you’re inside,” he says. 
 
    I smile at him and jump out, running through the rain.  When I get to my apartment and look out the window, I can see the car is still idling but I’m too high up to see what his face may be showing inside the car.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
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    “Oh my God, is this who you were thinking about the other night?” 
 
    “Keira don’t be annoying.  I don’t want you spooking her.  We’re friends and I still don’t know what might happen but I don’t want you freaking her out.  It’s hard enough as it is given who I am, she’s not in the industry so I have to be careful with her.” 
 
    “Okay…But is she your-” 
 
    “I won’t bring her if you don’t stop it.” 
 
    “Fine.  I promise to be good.  She’s just another friend.  Not your girlfriend.” 
 
    She is still cackling as she hangs up the phone.  I know she is only trying to push my buttons and will be fine when she meets Jenna. 
 
    Jenna text last night to say she would come but she had to go to work first and couldn’t leave until ten thirty.  That was fine by me, I was glad she agreed.  If we are doing this, I’m not gonna sit around and wait for things to happen.  I won’t get much time with her and need to show her I’m serious about this as fast as I can.   The European tour is looming, I’ll be gone for six weeks and I don’t want anyone else stepping in while I’m gone, she’s gorgeous she could get any man she wanted and that asshole at the gym was clearly interested. 
 
    Ideally, I would have preferred our first kiss to be more personal than that, without an audience or a fake beard, but I could feel her melting in my arms as I pressed her against me and left her wanting more.  If she doesn’t want to go further I respect that and will never force anything, but I am going to do whatever I can to make it difficult for her to keep fighting what she wants.  And I’m not above using my family to show her I’m not the guy she thinks I am. 
 
    There is so much running through my head as I wait at the hotel for her. After visiting Kono and Jasper’s studio, I called Archer to talk about the possibility of working on and recording our next album here.  He suspected there was an ulterior motive which I swore wasn’t true, he doesn’t need to know anything until I know what is going on with Jenna.  He’s seeing Nick and Jordan tonight so said he would speak to them but didn’t think it would be a problem.   
 
    Arch’s dad was recently diagnosed with diabetes and he would be glad to spend some time with him, so he would definitely be on side.  Jordan usually went with the flow.  It was looking to me like this was going to happen and I couldn’t be happier about it.  
 
    I just needed to not fuck up with Jenna.  
 
    Reception buzzed me just after ten thirty to let me know my visitor had arrived and the car was waiting for me.  I couldn’t keep the silly grin off my face as I headed down to the lobby.  When I exit the elevator and see her, she’s pacing back and forth, talking on her cell phone and she doesn’t look happy.  I get a queasy feeling in my stomach as I walk over.  I catch her eye but stand back so she doesn’t think I’m trying to listen to what she’s saying, although I really want to know if this is going to jeopardise today.  She looks at me and holds up a finger letting me know she will be a minute.   
 
    I chuckle inwardly, that would never normally happen, people mostly fell over themselves to do what they thought I wanted.  I decide to check out and wait away from the main entrance.  I fiddle with my own phone and glance at her.  She has her thumb nail between her top and bottom teeth, listening intently.  Fuck, she is sexy when she is all serious.  And that thumb in her mouth, I have to look away.   
 
    “Hey, sorry about that.” 
 
    I turn to face her.  She looks really pretty with her hair pulled up in a ponytail, wearing a simple t-shirt and jeans with a lightweight dark red jacket.  “No problem,” I kiss her cheek and she gives me a small smile.  “Anything serious?” 
 
    “Oh just a minor client melt down at the office, nothing new.” 
 
    “Do you need to go?”  I almost kick myself for saying that.  I don’t want her to go. 
 
    She smiles, her head tilting, like she knows exactly what is going on in my head.  “It’s okay. I spoke to the author and managed to settle him down.  Crisis averted, for now.” 
 
    “Did you threaten to punch him?” 
 
    “Do you think all I do is hit men who can’t control themselves?” 
 
    “Yes,” I laugh. “I’m gonna be on my best behaviour today.” 
 
    She shook her head, stuffing her cell phone into her pocket. I take her bag from her despite her protests and pick up my own overnighter then walk out with her to the car.  I tell her to get inside when I notice some girls staring at me.  It won’t take them long to realise they are really seeing me and not some lookalike.  I slam the bags in the trunk and go to the driver’s side when I hear my name being called.  Two girls approach, in their late teens, giggling and bordering on hysteria.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, trying to cut it off.  “I’m in a hurry girls, but if you’re quick I can take a couple of pictures.” 
 
    One of them shrieks.  The other scrambles out her phone.  I get between them and take a few pictures, thank them and say goodbye then get into the car.  I immediately lock the doors, it isn’t unheard of for fans to pull the door open and try to grab us, Archer once had his t-shirt sleeve ripped right off by two overzealous fans. That was an eye opener to what could happen if we aren’t careful. I glance at Jenna.  The look on her face is a mix of curiosity and concern, I give her an apologetic look as I signal and pull away from the hotel. 
 
    “Does that happen often?” 
 
    “Yeah but that was fairly tame.”  I need to be honest. 
 
    “You were very…accommodating, I guess?” 
 
    “It’s best to be like that, you snap or try to get away, things can get out of hand.  I always try to cut them off before they freak out and draw attention by giving them what they want.  Within reason,” I wink. 
 
    She nods but doesn’t ask anything else.  Shit.  That was her first real glimpse of what life would be like with me and that really was nothing compared to what could happen. 
 
    We start the drive quietly, I’m concentrating on getting us out of the city and fiddling with the radio when she speaks. 
 
    “Do you have any of your music?”  
 
    I glance at her.  “Yeah, I don’t usually listen to it but it’s on my Spotify.  Have you listened to any?  I know you think new music sucks.” 
 
    “Oh god,” she covers her face with her hands.  “I said that didn’t I?” 
 
    “I won’t take it personally if you listen before you judge.” 
 
    She leans her head back against the headrest.  “I may have already listened to a couple.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
    “That’s all?” I laugh. 
 
    “You’re no Whitesnake.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    She laughs too.  “You have better hair than David Coverdale though.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “Does it embarrass you listening to it?” 
 
    “Not really.  Here,” I pass her my phone and tell her to go to my Spotify account.  I suggest she puts on Hopes and Aspirations, our second album and the one I am most proud of.  The one where we really found our sound.  She navigates the phone and the album starts, she puts the phone in the space between the seats and sits back, looking through the window as we listen.  I hope she actually likes it and doesn’t just say it’s good to stroke my ego. 
 
    The album is three songs in when she finally speaks.  “Your voice is beautiful, Adam.” 
 
    My heart thumps.  “Don’t think anyone has ever called it that before,” I laugh, a little embarrassed.  “But I’m no Coverdale.” 
 
    “You’ll get there,” she smiles.  “I like it, and I’m not just saying that.” 
 
    This girl.  She’s borderline insulting me and I’m grinning like an idiot.  She asks about Keira and Jake and I spend some time talking about my family.  She opens up about her family and I’m sad to hear her dad died when she was young.   
 
    “Did you grow up in New York?”   
 
    “Brooklyn,” she says, her voice lifting a little. “Mom still lives there in an old loft, she got it while property over there was still fairly reasonable and she had the money,” she mumbles to herself, probably not wanting to say life insurance money.  “She started painting late in life so the place is full of canvases and paints and there are two huge murals on the living room walls.  I don’t think I’ve ever left without paint somewhere on my person,” she laughs. 
 
    “Does she sell her work?” 
 
    “Yeah, she has a bit of a following in the neighbourhood.” 
 
    “I’d love to see some.” 
 
    She looks over at me and gives a little smile but doesn’t say anything else about the possibility.  Things are going better than I hoped, I didn’t expect her to open up quite so much but if I thought about it, Jenna was forthright in our text conversations, she didn’t hold back. 
 
    When we neared my old neighbourhood I pointed out some places from my childhood.   
 
    “That’s where I committed my first crime,” I point to a convenience store as we pass it.  She arches an eyebrow.  “I stole a dirty magazine.” 
 
    “Oh my God, how old were you?” 
 
    “Eleven.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy it?”  
 
    “It was really hard-core. If I’m being honest, it scared the shit out of me.”  She laughs and that sound makes me smile.  I like making her laugh.  “Of course, dad found it and I was grounded for a week and made to pay for the magazine.  I found it a few years later under some blankets in the closet in my parent’s room.  Dad clearly got my money’s worth.” 
 
    “Did you call him on it?” 
 
    “Hell no, I stole it back, he wouldn’t bring it up cos mom would find out he kept it.” 
 
    We’re still laughing when I pull up to Keira’s house.  Its lunchtime and Keira is planning a picnic in the yard.  Jenna’s phone starts to ring and she frowns, taking it out of her pocket and looking at the screen.   
 
    “Take it, its fine.” 
 
    She declines the call. “No it’s okay, I’m off the clock.” 
 
    We get out of the car and she stretches after being sat down so long.  I have to keep my jaw from dropping as I watch her t-shirt pull tight across her breasts.  Luckily, she doesn’t catch me, unlike yesterday when I was staring at her ass.  She is looking at the house, a slight misty look in her eyes.  It is very white picket fence out here. 
 
    “Can’t imagine someone like me growing up here, huh?” I walk over to her.   
 
    She smiles.  “What happened to the basketball hoop?” 
 
    I grab our bags from the trunk.  “It’s out back.  I plan on whooping your ass at it later.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? You should really know your opponent before you make such bold claims.” 
 
    “Care to make a wager?” 
 
    “Depends what is on offer,” she gives me a sexy wink. 
 
    “Fucking killing me, Jenna,” I shake my head and look at the floor for a second, then grab her hand and walk to the house.  She doesn’t pull her hand away which I take as a good sign.   
 
    Jake is his usual bundle of mad energy when Keira opens the door and barrels into me. 
 
    “Uncle Adam! You came back.” 
 
    “Course I did, buddy,” I pick him up and kiss his head as he rambles about more pictures he’s painted for me, and how he’s been practicing the guitar. He looks over my shoulder at Jenna and points.  I see her watching me with a small smile. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Jake, manners,” Keira scolds him.  She steps out and raises her hand to Jenna.  “You’ll have to excuse both of these Neanderthals.  I’m Keira, I’m so glad to meet you.” 
 
    “Jenna,” she smiles and shakes Keira’s hand.  
 
    “And this little monster is Jake,” I tell her. 
 
    “Hi Jake,” Jenna smiles at him.  “You know I work with someone who knows all about Pete the Cat,” she says pointing at his t-shirt.  “She has a lot of toys and books all about him.” 
 
    “Really?” Jake asks. “I love Pete.” 
 
    “Me too,” she smiles. 
 
    “You think I could have some of the toys?” 
 
    “Jake,” I nudge his tummy for being too forward. 
 
    “I think I could arrange that, if your mom doesn’t mind?” Jenna glances back at Keira. 
 
    “If he’s a good boy and cleans up his own toys, maybe,” Keira ruffles Jake’s hair. 
 
    “I will, totally,” Jake says.  “Thank you,” he adds. 
 
    My sister leads Jenna inside, glancing back, her eyes and smile wide, with a thumbs up.   
 
    After a picnic in the back garden, Jenna and Keira sit and talk while I play football with Jake and chase him around, pretending he’s stronger than me and let him knock me on the grass.  I keep sneaking glances at Jenna and can see her smiling at my antics and laughing with Keira as they chat about girl shit. I knew my sister would get on with her, one more point in my favour.  When Jake begs me to play a song, I only agree after the three of them gang up on me but I don’t have a guitar with me, so have to use Jake’s tiny one.  Jenna is standing on the porch with a beer watching me as I sit on the floor and sing Jake’s favourite kids song, one that I made up for him when he was a baby and Keira requests one of the bands ballads.  I see Keira whispering something to her and Jenna laughs softly, then glances at me.  I make a mental note to buy my sister a diamond necklace. 
 
    As it starts to get dark I tell Jake I have to take Jenna back home and he got upset.   
 
    “I didn’t think about getting back home,” she says anxiously.  “You weren’t going to stay in New York tonight.  I could get a train.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I tell her.  “I’m driving you back, that was a given.” 
 
    “You know you can stay here,” Keira suggests. 
 
    “Oh no, I couldn’t do that,” Jenna says. 
 
    “It’s no bother, I’m sure Adam won’t mind you taking his bed,” Keira waits for Jenna to look away then gives me a wink.  
 
    “It’s up to you,” I tell her. “I’m more than happy to get you home.”  I can see she feels put on the spot.  Keira realises too and takes Jake, saying he needs to make good on his promise to clean up his room before bedtime.  I look at Jenna.  “It’s no bother, either way, whatever you’re comfortable with.” 
 
    “Did you do this on purpose?” she narrows her eyes.   
 
    I burst out laughing.  “I’ve offered to take you home three times now.  And that was always my intention.  Although we haven’t had that basketball game you promised yet.”  She looks conflicted.  So I ask, “How about if you win I’ll take you home, I win, you stay.” 
 
    She shakes her head laughing.  “I’m so gonna kick your ass.  On the off chance you do win, you’ll be taking the couch,” she points at me. 
 
    “You’re no fun.” 
 
    I grab her by the waist and take her back outside to play HORSE. She’s surprisingly good, and although not necessary in this game, I do make a point of blocking her more bodily than necessary.  She keeps laughing and spinning away from me. She did have me worried at one point when she took the lead but I pulled it back.   
 
    “I win,” I grin at her, out of breath.  “I wasn’t lying though, I can take you back.”   
 
    “Nah,” she smirks.  “I think you and your sister had this all planned out,” she puts a hand on her hip, not the least bit tired from our exertions.  I’ve never met a woman this fit before. 
 
    “Never,” I tell her.  I walk towards her and put my arms around her waist, our faces close, then walk her backwards out of the circle of light and view of the windows.  She leans back against the house and puts her hands up on my chest.  I’m not sure if she’s stopping me or wanting to feel me up. “Honestly, we didn’t,” I tell her seriously. 
 
    “Okay,” she says quietly.   
 
    I kiss her, softly, not seeking as much as I would like.  She leans back, licking her lips. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She swallows.  “You’re a rock star, Adam.” 
 
    “No I’m not, Aidan is,” I dip my head and kiss her temple, inhaling the scent of her hair. 
 
    “You’re the same person.” 
 
    “Not here.  I’m plain old Adam, who is totally into sexy Jenna.” 
 
    She laughs but looks pensive. 
 
    “What happened there?” I touch her chin.  “You’re overthinking again.”  She averts her eyes.  “What is it?” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s going too fast from our crazy text conversations to…” 
 
    “We talked about that yesterday, you having second thoughts?  Was it those girls before?” 
 
    She looks up at me.  “Maybe.” 
 
    I look up at the star filled sky and let out a heavy breath.  “I’m not going to lie to you, Jenna.  That shit happens, all the time.  I can’t do anything about it except be a professional, I only show them the guy they see on the outside.” 
 
    “Isn’t that like giving a piece of yourself to everyone?  What’s left after that?” 
 
    I take a step back and run a hand through my hair.  “Wow, Jenna.” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that,” she touches my arm.  
 
    I’m taken aback, but can see she’s mortified, still it hit directly in my stomach.  I walk over to the steps on the porch and sit down, clasping my hands between my knees. We stay like that for a little while.  I keep my eyes on the grass between my feet.   
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this,” she says quietly. 
 
    Two whole days was all I got to feel like a happy normal person. Thinking there might be more for me. I look up at her, studying every part of her face, memorizing it.   
 
    “I’ll drive you home,” I get up, not hiding how pissed off I am.  Why did I think I was ever going to get normal?  Arch was right, I’m a fucking idiot.   
 
    “Wait,” she walks over and grabs my wrist.  I look at her hand on mine.  “Aren’t we going to talk about this?” 
 
    “Talk about what, you said you don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “I said I don’t know if I can do this but it’s because I’m scared, Adam.  Not that I don’t want to.” 
 
    “What are you scared of?” 
 
    “I’m just a girl from Brooklyn, who likes boxing and reading and you’re....” 
 
    She needs to understand I’m the same as her.  “I’m just a guy from White Plains who loves his family and sometimes sings and plays guitar.” 
 
    “In a world-famous band,” she dips her brows. 
 
    “Semantics.” 
 
    She laughs a little and I feel some of the anger and insecurity that burned in my stomach slipping away.  I cup her chin and lift it so she’s looking up at me.  “Do I scare you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” she shakes her head for emphasis. 
 
    “Then there is nothing to worry about, I’m just me.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “I open my mouth and sounds come out that make these things called words.” 
 
    “Stop being an ass,” she slaps my chest but laughs. “I’ve just said something awful to you and I feel bad.” 
 
    “Forget that.  Don’t be scared, Jenna okay, I’ve already told you, this is new for me too, and I don’t want to mess it up before it gets started.”  I don’t want to admit that I blew my top too easily because I’m more insecure than I want to admit to anyone, including myself.   
 
    “Is that why you decided to drive me home after you won our bet fair and square?” 
 
    I laugh.  “I don’t want to force you to get involved if you don’t want to.  This is my life, it isn’t going to change, you need to make sure it’s what you want before this goes any further.” 
 
    Jenna takes a deep breath.  “Can I be kept out of the press?” 
 
    “For as long as I can, I’ll always protect you but if they get wind of something between us, and print anything you need to be prepared, they can be brutal,” I shake my head, this was always what I was afraid of with her, or any time I have anyone in my life. Except, this was the first time I really wanted someone in my life who wasn’t already in the public eye.  “Our publicist will take care of most things,” I shrug, feeling disheartened.  This isn’t what I want to discuss right now.   
 
    “A lot of the stuff I’ve read about you is…” she tries to think what to say. 
 
    “Terrifying?  Disgusting? Morally bankrupt?” I suggest for her.  “Most of its bullshit, Jenna.  We were all a bit stupid in the beginning sure, we were eighteen and suddenly had fame thrust at us, so some of it is real but for the most part, the last few years, a lot of shit has been made up.  I’ve learned to ignore it.  I know that would be hard for you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sits down on the step so I join her, our hips and knees touching.   
 
    “This is getting pretty deep,” I nudge her with my elbow.  “I’m happy to keep talking and explain anything you need to know but, there isn’t really much more to say that you aren’t already thinking.”  She surprises me when she rests her head on my shoulder.  “If there is one thing I know, it’s that after a few weeks, it dies down, it becomes normal and they go hassle some other poor asshole.  Or I can always get Jordan to do something stupid and draw away the attention.” 
 
    “Who is Jordan?” 
 
    “Our drummer. He gets himself into situations, he’d be more than happy to help.” 
 
    “What kind of situations?” 
 
    “Have you been living under a rock?  You really don’t know anything about us?” 
 
    She lifts her head.  “I’m a pretty simple girl, Adam.  My music is a playlist of all my dad’s favourite bands, I use the television to watch DVD’s, I work long hours at a job I love and I go to the gym.  I’m also a total book nerd.  So yeah, I basically live under a rock.” 
 
    “You’re a cute book nerd.” 
 
    Her eyes lower and I can tell she’s getting embarrassed.  I kiss the top of her head.  She reaches for my hand and we sit under the stars as I fill her in on my band mates and about how we were before fame and after, I have her laughing at some of Jordan’s antics but don’t mention his fondness for groupies, and how they’re always traipsing around the tour bus I travel on. That is a discussion for another day. Or never.   
 
    “I need to be back in the city by nine,” she says, after we’ve sat quietly staring up at the stars for a few minutes. 
 
    “That means leaving before seven.” 
 
    “Smart as well as pretty,” she quips. 
 
    “Okay, I can do that.”   
 
    I rise and pull her up against me, my arms around her waist and lower my head so I can press my forehead down against hers.  We may not be sharing a bed tonight but I’m looking forward to seeing her in my house in the morning, well kind of my house. “We good?” 
 
    She goes up on her toes and puts her lips to mine.  I guess we are.  I walk her onto the back porch and stand at the side of the door into the house and kiss her again.  She moans into my mouth and it drives me mad, I run my hands up and down her sides, she clutches my shoulders and puts a hand through my hair. I break from her mouth and trail my lips down her neck, she tilts her head and lets out a sigh. I swear to god this woman is going to kill me.   
 
    “Adam,” she moans. 
 
    “Fuck, I love hearing you say my name.”  I run my hands up over her breasts, they’re amazing, firm and slightly more than a handful.  I want to rip her top off. 
 
    “Adam,” she says, firmer and takes the sides of my face in her hands.  “Rules.” 
 
    I drop my hands to her hips.  “Sorry…so what’s it gonna take to get you to give in?” I grin. 
 
    She smiles and slips from my arms and walks into the house.  “Shit,” I groan leaning my back against the wall.  Yeah, I’d really like to follow but I don’t think my sister would appreciate the raging hard on in my pants.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
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    I help Keira in the kitchen until Adam finally gets up.  Jake is on the counter eating a pancake regaling me with stories about a friend in pre-school who takes his pants off all the time and the teachers are always running after him. He really is a cutey. I sip my coffee and watch Adam leaning a shoulder against the doorway, looking at me with a slight smile on his lips.  It feels like he’s touching me the way he runs his eyes up and down my body.  The sexual tension between us is almost a physical line.   
 
    “Pancakes, bro?” Keira asks, breaking his attention from me. 
 
    “Sure,” he looks at his watch.  “We have about twenty minutes, I’ll just jump in the shower.”  He looks at me when he says it, his gaze a little too intense.  Great, now I’m imagining him in the shower.     
 
    “Can I have that one?” Jake asks, pointing at the pancakes Keira is plating up. 
 
    “Jake, you’ve already had three.” 
 
    “He’s a growing boy,” Adam laughs as he turns to walk out.  “He’ll never get big muscles if he doesn’t eat.” 
 
    I laugh as Jake raises his arms and flexes his little biceps.  He asks me to help him down and runs out of the kitchen, the pancake forgotten.  Keira offers it to me but I shake my head, I’ve had coffee and fruit, that’s enough for now. 
 
    “He likes you,” she says. 
 
    I swing my head back to look at her.  
 
    “Adam,” she clarifies.  
 
    We chatted a bit last night and realised we had a lot in common.  I also learned I wear some of her clothes that I’ve bought online. She told me about how she got pregnant with Jake and I was surprised when she said Adam beat up the father for abandoning her.  We didn’t talk too much about Adam except to tell her how we met at the club. She could see me watching him though. I’m not really sure what to say after her statement.   
 
    “I don’t mean to embarrass you but it’s been a long time since I’ve seen Adam look at a girl like that.  In fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen it.” 
 
    I sip more coffee.  “How do you deal with his fame?” 
 
    She shrugs.  “It’s been so long, it’s become the norm.  I can tell you that underneath the persona on stage and the way he is followed around, he’s still the brother I’ve always known.  He loves Jake, acts like a goof when he’s around him.  We try not to let him go too mad with his money but he likes to look after us, he’s selfless like that.” 
 
    “I guess I’m nervous about being seen out with him.  I’ve seen photos in the press of all the women he’s been with.” 
 
    “They don’t mean anything,” she waves a hand.  “I know it’s weird to say it but when we see photos like that, we know it’s not real, it’s not our Adam.  It’s just really hard for people who don’t know him to differentiate.” 
 
    “He tried to explain that last night.” 
 
    “Bet he did a shitty job of it,” she laughs.  “Don’t tell him I told you this, but he’s more insecure than he lets on.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows.  He is the most confident man I’ve ever met.   
 
    “I really hope you give him a chance,” she says.  “He’s never brought anyone home with him and I’m glad it was you when he did.” 
 
    She goes back to making pancakes for her brother, the picture of normal.  I felt a little weird last night going to sleep in his childhood bedroom, even though he told me Keira had changed a lot of it.  He showed me around, talked about some of the trophies and showed me the picture of his friend who died.  He held that picture and stared at it quietly for a while and I got another glimpse into who Adam was.  I could smell his cologne on the pillow when I went to bed, he’d slept here a couple of nights earlier.  I tried not to let my imagination run away with me. 
 
    I know when he comes back into the kitchen without having to turn, it’s like the air shifts.  He stands behind me and reaches for the plate of pancakes Keira made him.  He did it deliberately, so he could brush my arm.  I look at him, give him a smirk to let him know I know what he’s doing, he just grins as he eats.   
 
    “So will you be going to the gym?” he asks me. 
 
    “I have an early meeting so I’ll try to get there later.” I decide not to mention the meeting is with Elle and Kevin.  Although it would be quite amusing to see how he reacts. 
 
    “We better get going, thanks for breakfast, sis.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you for letting me stay,” I tell her.   
 
    “You’re welcome any time, Jenna,” she smiles.  
 
    After clearing away our dishes, saying goodbye to Jake and promising him I’ll get him some Pete the Cat merchandise, we head out to the car.   
 
    “Any music preference today?” he asks. 
 
    “Whatever you want is fine,” I tell him, putting on my seatbelt as he pulls away, we wave at Keira and Jake again.  “Keira is lovely, and Jake is so sweet.” 
 
    “Just like his uncle.” 
 
    “You’re anything but sweet, Adam.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he wiggles his eyebrows at me. 
 
    I shake my head.  His cell phone rings interrupting the music as he gets on the road.  He answers and it’s a woman.  “Aidan where are you?” I look at him briefly then glance away.  
 
    “In my car, with a friend on speakerphone, Bianca.” 
 
    “Oh, right, well I just wanted to talk to you about this idea you have to work from New York after the tour.  Archer told me last night.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’ll be good for us to get out of LA,” he says. 
 
    “But the studio at LA is already pre-booked, Aidan.  It’s a given you will work there.” 
 
    “We haven’t even written the songs yet, Bianca.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Of course it does.  We can’t make an album without songs.” 
 
    I keep my eyes on the passing scenery.  It’s just work to him, I tell myself.  Like me talking to Izzy about the hundreds of things we do on a daily basis.  It is weird listening to her call him Aidan and they’re talking about whether or not he will be in New York.  He hasn’t said anything, but I am wondering if one of the reasons he wants to do it, is me. 
 
    “Do we have a contract with them?” 
 
    “Well.  No.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can let them know for the first time in six years, we’re gonna be working out of New York for one album.  Tell them it’s to be closer to our families, it isn’t a lie.” 
 
    “Aidan, do you know how that will look?” 
 
    “Like we’re the ones making choices about our band.”  He glances at me and mouths, sorry.  “Can we talk about this later, I’m with a friend and don’t want to discuss work now.” 
 
    “What friend?” she waits but when he doesn’t answer her she carries on.  “When are you coming back to LA?” she asks. 
 
    “I’ve got a couple more days, and I’d really appreciate it if I’m left alone to enjoy my time off,” his jaw is tensing up. 
 
    Two more days.  I haven’t really thought about him returning to LA.     
 
    “Fine, but we’re going to discuss this New York thing when you’re back.  Why do you have to go running off there anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t need to explain myself.” 
 
    “Of course you do, Aidan.  Decisions like this can’t be made without discussion.” 
 
    “Bianca, I’m hanging up.  Have a nice day.” 
 
    “Wait-”   
 
    He cuts off the call.  “Sorry, she’s our manager and doesn’t like taking no for an answer.” 
 
    “So I hear,” I tell him.  “So why do you want to work out of New York?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” I say, turning my eyes from him.  He chuckles quietly.  “Two more days till you have to go home?” 
 
    He sighs.  “Yeah, I have some commitments and promised if she let me have this time I’d be back to do whatever she wants.  She drove a hard bargain.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Lots of promotion work, interviews, feel good shit that she thinks makes people like us more. Some appearances. Most of it is really superficial but comes with the territory.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with your two days, stay with Keira again?” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping I would be doing you,” he gives me a cheeky smile that makes my pulse quicken.  “But given that is off the table for now, it would be cool to just hang out with you.” 
 
    “I have to work, Adam.” 
 
    “Not all the time.  I can keep myself entertained while you’re in work, there is stuff I can do, people I can catch up with.  Then when you are off work we can do something. Or maybe I could come to work with you, sit in the corner and write songs,” he looks at me and laughs at my expression.  “I’m kidding, Slugger.  If I was sitting in the corner in your office all I’d be looking at is you.  You wouldn’t be able to focus.” 
 
    I shift in the seat.  His voice has a way of doing things to me.   
 
    “So what should we do tonight?” he asks. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I tell him honestly.  “What is there to do with someone who has to hide from the world?” 
 
    “Pizza and a movie at your place?” 
 
    “Something that mundane?” 
 
    “That isn’t mundane to me,” he winks.  “In fact, it sounds perfect.” 
 
    I look away and think to myself.  There is something we could do, it just involves meeting my friends and I haven’t told anyone about him yet.  Do I really want to do that this soon?  When he goes back to LA, things might change.  I might never see him again. Then again, hanging out at McAllister’s isn’t like I’m introducing him to my family.  It’s what I enjoy doing.  And I think he would like it there, it’ll show him I’m not a complete shut in nerd.   
 
    “What’s going on in there?” 
 
    “Just thinking about something we can do.  What will you do today?” 
 
    “I actually might do a little writing.  I usually write with Arch but it’s relaxing working on my music, I very rarely get peace and quiet to just sit and work.  You gonna tell me what this plan is you’re thinking about?” 
 
    “It involves going out late after closing time, you think you’ll turn into a pumpkin before then?” Adam laughs.  “It’ll be safe though, don’t worry,” I add when he looks over.   
 
    “I’m not worried,” he smiles.   
 
    We’re almost into the city and he asks me where he needs to drop me off, I give him directions and he heads towards work.   
 
    “I’ll get a hotel for the last two nights,” he says.  “Makes more sense to stay here and I’m pretty sure Keira is sick of my ugly mug.”  
 
    “I think she loves having you there.  Jake too, his eyes light up when he sees you.” 
 
    He smiles wide.  It’s obvious he loves his family.  I really don’t know much about Aidan Gass and his band, but Adam Mathews is really sweet, just like Keira said, despite me telling him he is anything but.  I’m intrigued about his song writing too.  It would be really interesting to sit and watch how he works.  All too soon we’re at my office.   
 
    He tells me he’ll let me know where he is staying and gives me a kiss that makes my toes curl and my lower region tighten, he’s giving me a knowing grin as I back up.   
 
    “Shut up,” I try not to laugh but when he winks it nearly does me in.   
 
    I go to the office with a huge smile on my face, get on with some work and then call Brooke and ask her to meet up for lunch.  She can only get away at two and needs me to come to her office.   
 
    I walk into the law firm just after two and meet her in her office where she has ordered in.  She passes me a strawberry milkshake and I smile, it’s been a while.  
 
    She studies me for a minute.  “What is going on with you?  You’ve been smiling like a lunatic since you walked in here.” 
 
    “Oh nothing.” 
 
    “Liar.”  She leans back in her chair looking all elegant in her court outfit.  Then she kicks off her shoes and puts her feet on the desk, that is more like the Brooke I know.  “Oh my God, you got laid!” 
 
    “What?” my face reddens.  She shouted it so loud it’s a wonder everyone outside her office didn’t turn around.  “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    She laughs.  “But it has to do with a man, right?  I know you too well Jenna Montanari.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Knew it,” she grabs a carton of Chinese food and chopsticks and looks at me before taking a mouthful.  “Spill.” 
 
    “Remember the night I broke up with Lance?” 
 
    “Yes, fucker,” she snarls, then waves her chopsticks for me to continue. 
 
    “Well, right after I punched his face, I couldn’t find the exit and Lance was still trying to talk to me, this guy grabbed me and pulled me away so Lance wouldn’t find me.  He’d seen everything and knew I didn’t want another confrontation.  He was funny and wanted to take my mind off Lance.  We had a drink.  He kept taking my phone when Lance text or called, he even spoke to him and told him I was with him now.” 
 
    “Wow.  Is he hot?” 
 
    “So hot,” I laugh.  
 
    “Details.” 
 
    “Tall, broad, hard body, blue eyes, dirty blond hair, all wavy like he runs his hands through it, not like its styled like that.” 
 
    “Fuck me hair, got it,” she smiles.  “I’m getting hot and bothered just thinking about him.” 
 
    “So he says his name is Adam and as I leave he puts his number in my phone and tells me to let him know I got home okay.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is real, Jenna.  He sounds too good to be true.” 
 
    “It gets stranger…in a good way.  Remember the day after in the diner, I got those texts?” 
 
    She sits up dropping her feet.  “I do, you said it wasn’t Lance, oh my God it was him?”  When I nod, she narrows her eyes at me.  “You sly dog.” 
 
    “Therein started our weird relationship.  He travels a lot so we basically just text each other, he was kind of hot and cold at first, he’s busy a lot but every now and then we’d have a text chat, then on the book tour we started texting more.  I spoke to him on the phone too.” 
 
    “And all this time you hadn’t seen him again, in person?” 
 
    “Nope, it was all over the phone.” 
 
    “How fucking romantic,” she leans an elbow on the table.  “Is it about to get dirty?” 
 
    “A little,” I laugh.  “We had phone sex.”  Her mouth drops open.  “This has been going on for a few months,” I remind her.  “It kind of just progressed from there.  We talked a lot before, well text and shared some stuff.  He kept making suggestive comments and he didn’t want me going out with Kevin.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Kevin?” she looks annoyed again. 
 
    “Elle’s researcher.” 
 
    “Oh got it,” she takes a sip of her milkshake and the straw makes a screeching sound, I told her about Kevin kissing me and how I’d blew him off.  “Continue.  How was the sex?” 
 
    “Phone sex.” 
 
    “That’s what I meant.  Was he good at it?”  I blush.  “Oh my God, you totally got off on the phone to some random guy.  Girl, I’m proud of you!  Do you have a picture of him?” 
 
    “He isn’t a random guy, Brooke.  We have this, connection.  I can’t really explain it,” I tell her, sitting back in the chair and looking out of the window to the city beyond.  “He came to New York a couple of days ago to see me.  We had a bit of a disagreement when I was in LA but he came to make things up with me.  He took me for breakfast and explained everything.” 
 
    I’m leaving a massive part out of the story so far but I don’t want her freaking out, I know she will.  “Then we spent the day together yesterday.  He’s going back to LA in two days so I wanted to take him somewhere tonight, somewhere I love to go.  I figured I could bring him to McAllister’s to meet you guys.” 
 
    She claps her hands together.  “I can be there, no doubt.  I’m dying to see this hunk who has my best friend all gooey.” 
 
    “I am not gooey.” 
 
    “Then you haven’t looked in the mirror lately.  You look lovesick my friend.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Brooke.”  I get up and go to the window.  “I haven’t even told you the biggest part of this yet.”  I turn to look at her.  “We need to go to McAllister’s after closing time.  I need to ask Lou if he’ll have a lock in, just the people we trust.” 
 
    “Why?” she looks suspicious.   
 
    “So he told me his name was Adam when we met.  It is his real name,” I cut her off before she can ask anything.  “But everyone knows him by a different name.  You know me, if I’m not in work, my nose is in a book or at the gym.” 
 
    Brooke gets up and comes closer, we stand together looking out of the window before she turns to me, knowing I have to tell this in my own way.  I’ve never been one to blurt something out then have to go back and explain.  I tell things like a story.  Sometimes it pisses her off and I can see she is getting impatient. 
 
    “He’s kind of famous.” 
 
    “Define ‘kind of’,” she folds her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I didn’t recognise him, that’s why we got on so well.  He could trust me, I wasn’t out to snag him for anything more than himself.” 
 
    “You better tell me who he is before I strangle you and end up representing myself for murder by reasons of the victims insanity.” 
 
    I laugh.  “Okay.  His stage name is Aidan Gass.” 
 
    She stares at me and sucks in her lower lip.  She’s thinking, I see the exact moment she realises who he is.  “The fucking rock star?” she screeches.  I nod.  “Shut the fuck up!  Are you messing with me, Montanari?” 
 
    “Nope.  I really had no clue who he was.” 
 
    “You are such a spaz when it comes to popular culture.  He’s…Jesus Jenna, he’s a fucking God.  Do you know how gorgeous he is?  Oh my Christ, have you kissed him?” 
 
    “Numerous times,” I laugh.  She grips my arms and shakes me, she is practically hopping.  “But you can’t tell anyone.”  She stops jumping and frowns.  “Brooke, he’s super famous and if anyone knows about us, I’ll be all over the news.  I don’t want that.  He doesn’t want that either.  He’s been going around in disguise when we’re together.” 
 
    “I need to sit down.”  I laugh as she drops back into her chair, using one foot to spin it back and forth slightly, looking dazed.  “Hold the phone, you want me to meet him?  Tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, if Lou is okay with it.  He can’t just walk in there when the place is full.  It’d be mobbed. Will you come?” 
 
    Brooke puts her hands over her face and screams behind them. “Fuck yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Sixteen 
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    “You look hot,” Brooke tells me as we sit in McAllister’s at the bar.   
 
    Lou agreed to lock up early and there are a few regulars inside we know we can trust, because quite frankly, they won’t care who Adam is.  I look down at myself.  I decided to wear a dress tonight, it’s not over the top sexy like Brooke is making out but it does fit in all the right places.  “When is he getting here?”  
 
    “He’ll text when he’s outside.” 
 
    “I’m sweating,” she runs a hand through her hair. 
 
    She looks gorgeous, she’s tried too, more than either of us would normally for a few drinks in McAllister’s.  I know Brooke would never try anything but a part of me is anxious Adam is going to look at her and forget all about me.  I’ve never felt that way around Brooke before, but I’ve never really been with a guy that I didn’t want to take his eyes off me. 
 
    “Here,” Lou plonks two bottles of Blue Moon in front of us.  “This guy gonna cause me any trouble?” 
 
    “No, Lou, he’s good,” I assure him.  Lou nods at the barred list on the wall.  They’re not all for me, obviously but he makes his point.  “Be nice.” 
 
    My phone pings.  “He’s here.”  Brooke squeals.  “Get the fan girl out now and for fucks sake do not ask him for an autograph like a teenager.” 
 
    “Not promising anything,” she laughs. 
 
    I get up and unlock the front door.  I open it and see him standing there.  He’s wearing a white t-shirt, dark jeans and boots and an unbuttoned pea-coat with the collar pulled up around his ears.  He looks like sex on legs and again, I swoon, wondering how the hell I’m going to get through tonight without jumping him.  He gives me a smile as I pull the door open wider for him to come through.  He leans over and kisses me softly on the lips.  I am gooey.  Brooke is right.  This guy is making a mess of me. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” his eyes run up and down me.  Then he turns and looks around the bar.  I glance back, the only person staring is Brooke.  No one else cares who he is.  Lou looks over though, giving Adam a hard stare.  “Looks like I’m gonna be watched tonight,” he gives me a little laugh. 
 
    “That’s just Lou,” I tell him as I re-lock the door.  “He was my dad’s best friend.” 
 
    “Got it, watch my hands around Lou.” 
 
    I laugh and tilt my head for him to follow me.  Brooke nearly falls off her chair.  Adam smiles at her.  “You must be Brooke,” he takes her hand. 
 
    “Fuck,” she breathes. 
 
    “Brooke,” I shake my head.   
 
    “Sorry,” she laughs.  “I get one moment to fan girl, right?” 
 
    “One,” I laugh back.  “This is Adam.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you,” he says, giving her one of his electric smiles.   
 
    “Beer?” I ask him.  He nods so I go over to Lou.  “What?”  He’s staring hard at me.  “Relax, he’s a good guy, you’ll see.”  He doesn’t answer.  He’s always been the strong, silent, gonna kick your ass if you hurt my girls, kind of guy. 
 
    I look back and see Adam talking with Brooke and she laughs, her head tipping back.  Something clutches in my chest and I have to tell myself to stop worrying.  Adam smiles when he looks at me, relaxed like he knows he doesn’t have to worry about anything here.  He doesn’t, here in my little world, he is just Adam.  The sound on the TV is down and music is playing quieter than when the bar is open. 
 
    I take the three beers and we head to one of the booths.  Adam lets me in and slides in next to me.  He takes off his coat and grabs his beer, then he puts his other arm around the back of the booth behind me.  
 
    “This place is great,” he smiles.  “This is where you guys hang out?” 
 
    “Ever since we were old enough to drink,” Brooke says.  “We had to go to another bar before that because Lou would kill us if he knew we were drinking underage,” she whispers.  Adam smiles and Brooke nearly faints.  “So, Adam, what brings you to New York?” 
 
    “Jenna,” he puts his hand on my shoulder and I blush.  He laughs when he sees it.  I’m reminded of him telling me I’m not allowed to blush because it turns him on.   
 
    “My girl is definitely worth flying across the country for,” Brooke smiles at me.   
 
    After that we fall into easy conversation, have a few more drinks, some of the regulars start to leave but there are still plenty of people here to make it feel like a regular bar, not just the three of us shut in.  I can see Adam is amused by the dynamic between Brooke and I, especially when Bon Jovi’s ‘Livin on A Prayer’ comes on and she squeals and grabs me.  Adam watches as we slide out of the booth.  It is one of our favourites and we always sing and dance when it comes on.  Lou and two of his friends are singing along too, it’s kind of a McAllister’s anthem.  As Brooke spins me and I see Adam looking, the room seems to go quiet.  He’s side on in the booth holding his beer bottle between his thumb and forefinger and he is staring at me.  It’s pretty hard to dance sexy to this song but it seems sexy isn’t necessary because dancing like a loon, spinning or with my back against Brooke’s as we sing, is holding his attention enough to make my heart pound. 
 
    “He so wants you,” Brooke whispers.   
 
    “I know,” I smile at her.  I’ve already told her I’m holding out on him, at first she was horrified but my reasoning is sound and she eventually came around to my way of thinking. 
 
    “His hand is going to be so broken tomorrow.” 
 
    I laugh and push her.  When a Bruce Springsteen song comes on, we go back to the booth.  Adam is forced to move in between us but he doesn’t move far enough over for me to go anywhere other than pressed against him.  Brooke announces she needs the ladies room and walks away.   
 
    “You okay?” I ask him, wiping my hair out of my eyes.   
 
    “No.” 
 
    I widen my eyes, anxious. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone enjoy a song like that,” his eyes go down to my lips.  “I really wanna see you do that to one of my songs.” 
 
    I laugh softly, glad there isn’t something seriously wrong.  “Which one?” 
 
    “Any,” he puts his hand on my shoulder, his fingers brushing my bare skin.  He looks so serious, I can see the pure lust in his eyes.  “To see you dance like that.”  I notice Brooke is back from the ladies room but she is at the bar talking to Lou.  He notices too.  “This place is great, the guys would love it here.  Maybe I’ll bring them when we’re all in New York.  I think Arch would really like Brooke.  I think they all would but Arch would be the only one I’d let talk to her,” he grins. “Shit, I really don’t want to go back to LA.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving yet,” I point out.  I don’t want him to go either but I don’t want to think about that right now.  For now, we’re in a bubble and he’s not a famous rock star. 
 
    “So,” he pulls his head out of his lustful thoughts.  “Tell me about Lou, seems like he’s really protective of you, he keeps looking at me like he wants to kill me,” he adds. 
 
    “Lou and my dad grew up together.  They were joined at the hip mom says, went through school together, then both trained to be EMT’s, joined the FDNY together.” 
 
    “Your dad was a fire fighter?” he asks, surprised. 
 
    I nod. “He died on the job,” I say, lowering my eyes.  I didn’t tell him yesterday what happened, just that he died when I was young.  His eyes go sad for me.  “It was a pretty bad building fire, an industrial warehouse.  There were workers trapped inside.  They were doing everything they could to get them out.  Dad and his squad kept going in and out rescuing as many as they could.  Dad somehow ended up trapped with someone.  They did everything they could to get them out but by the time they got to him, his oxygen had run out, he’d given the mask to the woman he was with but both of them…” I swallow.  Adam pulls me to him.  “Lou carried him out.  His whole squad wouldn’t leave him there, they risked their lives to get him.  The building collapsed about fifteen minutes later.  He would have been stuck in there if Lou hadn’t brought him out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he says kissing the top of my head. 
 
    “Ever since then, Lou has looked out for me and my mom.  The whole firehouse did, it’s like this huge family and when one of them dies, they look after his.  I remember there was always someone coming around and despite Lou taking over the real father figure type role, I had a lot of dads for a few years afterward.  Still, all of them are retired now or in senior management but we still always get together for the annual FDNY summer picnic and a lot of times they come in.  That guy there,” I point to the man talking to Brooke at the bar.  “He was dad’s lieutenant.”   
 
    “I’m glad you had so many people looking out for you,” he tells me. 
 
    “Sometimes too many,” I laugh.  “When I was a teenager, if any guy looked at me sideways at the picnics they’d all be glaring at him.” 
 
    “They’d have killed me then.  Explains why I’m getting the stink eye too.” 
 
    “I’ve told him he doesn’t need to worry.” 
 
    “He really doesn’t,” Adam says quietly.  I can feel his breath on my ear.  He lightly presses his lips to my temple.  “Why don’t we get out of here, let him close up.” 
 
    “And what exactly do you have in mind?” 
 
    “It’s late,” he says.  “I’m thinking sleep but…not alone.” 
 
    “You want to sleep with me?” I laugh. 
 
    “You know I do,” he groans.  “I do however respect your wishes and I’m always true to my word.  But if I get to sleep next to you, I promise to keep my hands to myself.” 
 
    “Not sure I believe you.” 
 
    “Give me a chance to prove it,” his blue eyes lock with mine. 
 
    “Yeah, that look really makes me believe you.”  He throws his head back and laughs and I tell myself I need to send him back to his hotel.  Right now. 
 
    Lou says he’ll see Brooke home when we tell them we’re leaving, he shakes Adam’s hand and I can see he holds it a little longer than necessary, but Adam doesn’t wither under the gaze and after a few tense seconds, Lou’s eyes relent.  Brooke looks at me like the cat who ate the canary and I shake my head at her.  Adam kisses her cheek as we leave.  She fan’s herself behind his back and laughs.  Then she makes a ‘call me’ gesture.   
 
    He only had two bottles of beer the whole night and I realise now it’s because he has brought the SUV.  He looks at me once we’re inside, silently questioning.  I nod and he puts the car in gear, he doesn’t need to be told directions to my place this time.  
 
    He looks around my apartment when we get there and I stand by the front door, looking at him.  He seems to take up all the air in the room, and from my lungs.  I don’t know how I think I’m going to deal with this. 
 
    “Coffee?” I ask. 
 
    “Nah, it’ll just keep me awake and neither of us want that.  How about water?” 
 
    I nod and head to the kitchen.  When I come back with two glasses he is holding up the book I am reading, standing by the reading nook.  He looks at me when I come in.  “Mildly erotic?” he arches a brow.  “This is pornography.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I pass him a glass and take the book from him, turning away to hide the blush.  
 
    He shrugs out of his coat and looks around, taking in some of the pictures on the wall.  He walks closer to a painting and studies it, his eyes moving to the signature.  “Your mom?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s really good.  She’s very talented.” 
 
    “Yes she is.”  I sit on the couch and eventually he comes over and joins me.  I pick up the remote and turn on the CD player.  Whitesnake comes on and he chuckles.   
 
    “Which one is your favourite?” he asks. 
 
    “Is This Love,” I say without hesitation. “Not original but dad always sang it to mom.” 
 
    He smiles.  “Put it on.”   
 
    I skip to the track and we sit in easy silence listening to the song.  He bobs his head and when I look at him, his eyes are closed.  It’s like he is listening to every note and I see how much he loves music, it isn’t about the fame and fortune, he feels it. He opens his eyes and catches me staring at him.   
 
    “I’m gonna kiss you,” he says. 
 
    “Okay,” I mumble.   
 
    He moves closer and leans towards me.  One of his hands cups my face as he pulls me into the kiss.  I melt, he’s gentle, for a little while, then he shifts himself closer and he tilts my head moving my face where he wants it.  His hand is on my hip, mine is around his neck and in his hair.  He lowers me back and I can’t help moaning. 
 
    “I’m just kissing you,” he whispers into my mouth.  “Just kissing.” 
 
    “Yes, mmm,” I pull him back to my mouth.  The make out session goes on for about ten minutes till I’m flustered and flushed and when he pulls me up into his lap, I can feel the bulge in his pants.  I shift about a little, grinding into him.  I can’t help myself. 
 
    “Jenna,” he stills me.  “You really don’t want to keep doing that.” 
 
    I laugh against his lips and pull back.  His lips are swollen and red, his eyes heavy.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “I think I need to sleep on the couch,” he looks down at himself.   
 
    “What, you have no self-control?” 
 
    “Not where you’re concerned,” he touches my hip, runs a finger along my lips.  “I should go.  I’m not sure a door can keep me from losing my shit and jumping you.” 
 
    I don’t want him to go, I want him to jump me.  On the one hand, I think this might be my only chance to be with him.  There is nothing to say this will continue once he goes to LA, I’d be an idiot not to take my chance.  But there is also the reason I’m holding out, if he does go back and I want to keep him interested, holding out is the right thing to do.  I’m also terrified that if I do sleep with him now, I’ll get too attached and when he’s gone and doesn’t come back, I’ll just be hurt.  For now, this is safe, my heart is safe.  
 
    He brushes some hair behind my ear.  “Can I take you out tomorrow night?” 
 
    “How will you do that without us being seen?” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    I lick my lips and he drops his head back and groans.  “You amaze me, Jenna.  I’ve never wanted a woman more but at the same time not wanted her so I can keep her happy.” 
 
    “Thanks…I think.” 
 
    He helps me off his lap and gets up.  I watch him adjust himself.  I very nearly offer to help him with it, no sex, just you know, making him more comfortable.  He sees where my eyes are and I think he sees I’m about to relent.  He grabs his coat and walks to the door without touching me again.   
 
    “Have a good day in work.  I’ll pick you up at six, don’t wear anything sexy,” he laughs. 
 
    Then he’s gone.  I stare at the door.  What the hell am I doing?  How can I let him walk out?  I’ve never wanted a man so badly.  My heart is pounding, I’m soaked and desperate to be touched.  I stumble off the couch and over to the window to watch him drive away.   
 
    Brooke is probably right, his hand may be broken tomorrow.  But I’m gonna need a bucket full of batteries too.  My vibrator is about to get hammered. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seventeen 
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    When I surprised Jenna at the gym this morning, her whole face lit up.  I’d arranged a session with Sam although he’d caught me more than once watching her and rolled his eyes, until it got out of hand and he said he’d make me leave.  I felt incredibly happy to see her watching me every now and then too.  How could I not look at her, in her sexy tight workout gear, covered in sweat, her earbuds pumping eighties cheesy rock into her ears.  I’m sure she has an idea about what I got up to when I left her apartment last night and I wonder if she did the same.  She sure as shit looked like she was desperate for it and part of me thinks if I’d pushed, I’d have been in her bed last night, but I didn’t want Jenna to regret anything about being with me. 
 
    The meat head from the other day wasn’t at the gym, thankfully, I was still seething about that asshole putting his hands on her.  Sam didn’t let me take a break to kiss her goodbye.  She looked good in her workout gear but she looked out of this world dressed for work. 
 
    That evening, I sent a car to get her, the driver had flowers for her and I’d text her reminding her to dress casual.  I have someone to bring her up to where I am.  Inside this box, no one is gonna ask any questions because I’m not the only celebrity here. I’ve never met them before but we shake hands and make small talk.  I’m slightly amused to see how the men react when she comes in.  She has her hair down, is wearing a pink t-shirt with capped sleeves that has a ruffle down the front, paired with slim fitting black jeans.  Her make-up is subtle and she has small tear drop silver earrings in.   
 
    She looks around nervously and then she sees me.  I get up as she walks towards me. 
 
    “Baseball?” she shakes her head.  
 
    “It’s the Yankees,” I say as if that explains everything.  “Want a drink?” 
 
    She looks around.  “Beer, please.”   
 
    I hold up my bottle to a waitress and two fingers.  She nods.  “You look hot, Slugger,” I laugh, kissing her as the waitress brings our drinks.  “Like a sexy college student.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes at me. “I think you need your pervy old man disguise Mathews,” she laughs and it makes me smile hearing her call me by my real last name.  “Thanks for the flowers.  And the driver.  And this,” she glances around again.  “I’ve never been in one of these boxes before.  I’m not a big fan of baseball but this is amazing.” 
 
    “It’s not the same as being out there,” I tell her.  “But that would be a recipe for disaster.” 
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” she asks looking over my shoulder.   
 
    I glance back then turn to her.  “Oh sure, you recognise him but have no clue who I am?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she giggles.   
 
    We go to our seats, I put my arm around her as we’re offered warm pretzels.  She takes one but I decline.  She leans forward to look out across Yankee Stadium.  It’s already full and although the crowd hasn’t got up to its ear-splitting decibel level yet, it’s noisy below where we’re sitting.   
 
    “I thought we would be going to a bought-out restaurant or something.” 
 
    “I only do that on the first date,” I tell her.  “Once they’re impressed, it all goes downhill.” 
 
    “You don’t think this is impressive?” she nudges me.   
 
    “It wouldn’t be to most women.” 
 
    “Luckily, I’m not most women,” she smiles. 
 
    “You are definitely not,” I pull her close to me.   
 
    We drink beer, she eats her pretzel and a hot dog and I begin to realise she thought we were going to dinner and hasn’t eaten.  I feel like a tool for not telling her but she hasn’t complained.  The game gets started and the crowd goes crazy.  I watch her watching between the real thing and the screens in the box, her eyes are bright and she’s clearly enjoying herself.  I want to see that look in her eye all day and night.  I wish I had longer here with her, but one thing was for damn sure, when I leave tomorrow this isn’t going to end.   
 
    “I know it’s not ideal but you think you can get away from work again tomorrow?” 
 
    She looks over at me.  I can see the wheels turning.  She knows it’s my last day here.   
 
    “We could go somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, somewhere like where?” 
 
    “Rhode Island.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s miles away, Adam, we have a day.” 
 
    “We can catch a plane.” 
 
    “Oh it’s that simple, huh?” 
 
    “It is with me.”  She looks at me like I’m crazy.  “I should have thought of it sooner but we can jump a plane, do some exploring.” 
 
    “What time is your flight to LA?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I can go any time.” 
 
    “Really?  It’s that simple for you.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I grab her hand, warming to the idea.  “Maybe it doesn’t have to be Rhode Island, somewhere near but out of the way where we can walk in the open and enjoy each other.”  She shakes her head at me but it’s more of a ‘you’re nuts’ than ‘absolutely not’.   
 
    “Take the day off, do something spontaneous with me.  I never get to do shit like this.” 
 
    “You have such a way with words.” 
 
    “Come on, Slugger, what do you say?” 
 
    She glances at the field and is quiet for moment, her mind racing. “You’re crazy, Adam.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?”   
 
    “It’s a maybe,” but she is smiling.   
 
    I’ll convince her.  I have the rest of the night to do it.  I’ll make sure I come up with somewhere close but secluded that won’t take too long to fly to.  I can change my flight back to LA until later.  I will go back tomorrow because I promised but it doesn’t mean I can’t get a flight in the early hours.   
 
    “Oh look,” she points to the jumbotron with a huge smile.  Someone is proposing and its being broadcast across the stadium.  The crowd goes crazy again when the woman jumps into the man’s arms. Jenna’s face lights up and it reminds me she is heavy into romance. 
 
    Between watching, and me explaining the game, more beer and hot dogs, it’s surprising what this girl can put away, we chat more about ourselves and things we did when we were kids.  It is so easy talking to her, she doesn’t hang on my every word, she calls me out when she thinks I’m feeding her bullshit and laughs noisily at my jokes, completely unselfconscious about what anyone thinks.  A few guys still look at her and it makes me glad she is staring at me while they’re checking her out.   
 
    My cell rings and I excuse myself to take the call at the back of the room where it’s quieter.   
 
    “We’re fucked,” Archer says. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask hearing the strain in his voice. 
 
    “Fucking Jordan, he got drunk and decided to go skateboarding today.” 
 
    “Shit,” I run a hand through my hair.  “How bad is it?” 
 
    “He’s broken his arm and wrist.  He’s gonna be in a cast for weeks.” 
 
    I close my eyes.  Part of me briefly thinks it’s good, we can cancel the tour, I can stay here with Jenna but that is fleeting.  This is bad.  “Is Bianca freaking out?” 
 
    “Bianca is on her way to kill him.  It hasn’t hit the press yet but it will soon and she needs to do damage control.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?”   
 
    “We’re gonna need to meet with replacements, but I’m not sure man, this is gonna screw us up.  If we have to cancel we’re gonna have to pay out a shit heap of cash.  Nick thinks he knows a guy who might work but we gotta get this done soon.  We leave in three weeks.  Someone needs to learn all the music.  Fucker is lucky I haven’t killed him.” 
 
    I run a hand over my face and look over at Jenna, she’s watching the game with a smile on her face.  This means our trip tomorrow is off.  I need to leave.  My stomach drops thinking about it.  I really wanted this last day with her and now I have to go. 
 
    “Can you get back here tonight?” 
 
    “No,” I tell him. My hand is being forced but I’m not about to walk out on her tonight. I know he’s about to argue.  “Get Bianca to sort out a jet for me in the morning.  I’m right in the middle of something tonight I can’t just up and leave.” 
 
    He’s quiet for a few seconds.  I’m not going to explain.   “Okay fine.  This is fucked up Ad, we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Arch.  I think it might be time we have a talk about Jordan,” I add quietly. 
 
    “I know, man.  I fucking know,” he sounds dejected.  “Let me know when you get back.” 
 
    I tell him I will and hang up.  I look up and see a guy is talking to Jenna.  My fist clenches but she is smiling in a polite way, nothing more.  I go back over and pointedly look at the guy.  He lifts his chin and then steps away.  I sit down and Jenna looks at me. 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    I blow out a breath.  “Not really.  Our stupid fucking drummer just broke his arm.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re starting the European tour in three weeks and we have no drummer.” 
 
    Jenna bites her lip and I realise this is the first time I’ve mentioned leaving for Europe.   
 
    “I have to leave in the morning,” I say not looking at her, because I don’t want her to see how pissed off I am.  “We need to get someone to replace him.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she threads her fingers through mine.  “I probably shouldn’t have taken another day anyway.” 
 
    “Fuck, I really wanted to…”  I look at her and she smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes.  She is disappointed too but I can see something else there.  She’s wondering if this is how it’s going to be being with me.  “Come to LA,” I blurt out.   
 
    “What?  I can’t go to LA, Adam.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I have work, I can’t just up and run to LA.” 
 
    “Not now, in a couple of weeks, you can get things squared away with work, come for a weekend, a long weekend, Friday to Monday.” 
 
    “I can’t make decisions like this without thinking it through.  I’m not as impulsive or able to do things the way you do. Plus it’s expensive.” 
 
    I give her a look.  “You know I’d pay.  A week from now isn’t impulsive.  You have plenty of time to think and speak with your boss, just promise you will at least think about it.” 
 
    “I can’t ask you to pay for me.” 
 
    “You’re not asking, I’m inviting you so I’ll pay.”   
 
    God, I could fucking kill Jordan right now.  There may be a queue of people lining up to do it but the way I feel right now, I’ll be knocking them all out of the way to get to him first.  Defeated, I sit back in my seat.  I no longer care about the game or the fact the Yankees hit a home run and take the lead, people all around us screaming and high fiving.  Technically I only had one more day here with her, but I’m being robbed of that and I’m trying to force her to make a snap decision I could have worked on tomorrow, talked her around.   
 
    “Hey,” she turns and puts her hand on my thigh.  “Let’s not let this ruin tonight okay.  I’ll think about LA but for now, can we just enjoy the game?” 
 
    I try to smile but she can see it isn’t genuine, so she tickles me.  She actually tickles me and I jump away from her.  She grins at me and goes at my ribs again until I grab her hands and push them back while pulling her body towards me, laughing at her.  I kiss her and she kisses me back.  I don’t care who is watching.  I’m not leaving here until I know she will come to LA and if she won’t agree before I leave, I’ll bombard her into agreeing.  There is no way in hell I’m flying out of the country for six weeks and not seeing her before I go. 
 
    Jenna won’t be able to come to the airport with me because, she’d be seen for one, but also because Bianca text the details as we leave the stadium through a door especially for people who don’t want to be seen, she has scheduled the flight for five in the morning.   
 
    Using the car service, we take Jenna home but sit in the back seat. With the blacked-out windows and the driver outside of the car, we make out like teenagers. When I lift her on to my lap this time, I sit her so she is straddling me and pull her by her lower back against me.  God knows what the driver is thinking but right now, all I give a shit about is Jenna grinding against my dick.  She is lost in the moment, her head tilted back and I can’t believe this is happening right now.  We could be in her apartment, with me inside her and not dry humping in the back of a car, but she hasn’t invited me up.   
 
    I slip my hands under her t-shirt, watching her to see if she stops me, she drops her head and kisses me harder as my hands brush her nipples over her bra.   
 
    “Oh God,” she moans.   
 
    I lower one hand and decide to try my luck, slipping it between us to rub against her.  When she doesn’t stop me I unbutton and lower the zip on her jeans, looking at her for approval.  She swallows then brings her lips back to mine.  Slipping my hand inside her underwear and finding her soaked, it takes everything in me to keep myself under control.  I tease the warm wet flesh and circle her clit with my thumb.  I’m so painfully hard I can barely stand it. She suddenly shudders and her mouth opens, a low throaty moan that I remember all too well from the time we phone fucked, escapes her mouth. I can’t believe how responsive she is, it barely took any time at all to set her off. Fuck, she looks so hot when she has an orgasm.  I can’t fucking take this and for the first time since I was a teenager, I come in my damn pants.   
 
    “Holy shit,” I mutter, putting my forehead on her chest, between her collarbones, I can feel her heart pounding, her chest heaving as she catches her breath.   
 
    I look up to see her flushed face filled with embarrassment.   
 
    “At least you can go take a shower,” I tell her and she frowns, looking down at me, her eyes widening in realisation, then she smirks.  “You’re making a mess of me, Slugger.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” she rolls her eyes but she is smiling. 
 
    “Come to LA,” I say again.  I’ve asked her three times on the way home but after this I’m a little more hopeful.   
 
    She clambers off me and grabs her jacket, planting a quick kiss on my lips.  “Have a safe flight, Adam Mathews.” 
 
    “Seriously?  You’re gonna leave me hanging like this?” 
 
    “Yep,” she kisses me again and jumps out of the car.  She gives me a little finger wave and a cheeky wink then slams the door in my face.   
 
    I watch through the darkened glass as she goes into her building and the driver gets back in. “Fuck,” I mutter as the driver asks if we’re going back to the hotel.  “Yeah,” I tell him.     
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    When I land at LAX I’m tired.  I didn’t sleep well the night before, thinking about Jenna and if I’ll see her again, not to mention dealing with the raging hard on I got every time I think of what we did in the car.  I slept a bit on the flight but nowhere near enough to deal with what’s coming once I get off this plane.  There is a car waiting on the tarmac so I don’t have to deal with the public.  It takes me straight to my house where Arch and Nick are waiting.  They both have keys to my place.  I’m grouchy and not in the mood but neither of them call me on it.  We’re all pissed off. 
 
    “Where the fuck is he?” I snap, grabbing a bottle of water out of the fridge. 
 
    “Laying low at his place,” Arch sips his own water. 
 
    “I’ve already been round and reamed him out,” Nick says.  “He’s a mess over it but right now I can’t feel sorry for the stupid prick.” 
 
    “What about Bianca?” 
 
    “She’s gone into full demon bitch mode.” 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose.  I’d give anything to be back in New York right now but I need to forget about that and focus.  “Nick you know someone?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says.  “He plays with a warm-up band, a session guy, he’s done some openings for smaller gigs and worked on a lot of albums.  He’s good, I’m just not sure he’s up to the standard we need for a full six week out of country stadium tour.  He could probably get there after a few shows but we really need someone there at the start.” 
 
    I nod, he’s right. “Is there anyone who isn’t touring right now we could loan?” 
 
    “Most of the people not touring now are fucked from touring,” Arch points out.  
 
    “We can ask though?” I suggest.  I fire a text off to Bianca about it, there could be someone else at the label that can help. I lean back against the countertop and look out of the window towards the ocean.   
 
    “You look fucked dude,” Arch points out helpfully.  I scowl at him.  “What was in New York anyway?” 
 
    “Not now,” I snap.  The two of them share a look.  I don’t know if Archer told Nick about my meltdown after the awards.  “I need some fucking sleep,” I tell them.  “We should set something up with that guy,” I say to Nick and he nods.   
 
    My phone rings.  It’s Bianca.  “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re back?” 
 
    “At home with Nick and Arch.” 
 
    “Can you come in for a meeting?” 
 
    “Later.  I’m screwed, I need to sleep.”  She sighs heavily.  “You either get me barely able to function now or coherent and able to help make decisions in about five hours, Bianca.”  Arch gives me a smirk at the way I’m talking to her.  
 
    “All of you be here at three.” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” I hang up and look at my band mates.  “Three o’clock at the label.  Now get out of my house.”   
 
    I walk upstairs to my bedroom as the guys leave.  I go into the bathroom and look around.  The last few days I’ve been in two different hotels and my sister’s house, none of them had bathrooms like this one with its sunken tub, walk in shower that’s almost as big as Keira’s kitchen, double vanity sinks and a full wall sized mirror.  The whole place suddenly pisses me off.  I grab a five-minute shower, don’t bother drying myself, and fall face first on to my bed. I’m pretty sure I pass out within ten seconds of doing so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
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    Over the next few days, we met with four drummers, went through numerous rehearsals with them and finally found someone who could work with us.  He’s an experienced drummer and is quick to pick up some of the music but he’s gonna need a massive crash course in the next ten days to get our whole set down.  The press are guessing about a rift in the band, suggesting the three of us are so sick of Jordan’s behaviour, we’re thinking about firing him. 
 
    We would never do that but there have definitely been some serious arguments.  Amidst all of this Bianca has us doing positive press, we’ve had it drilled into us what the statement about the tour is.  Bianca tried to spin the accident but too many people filmed it and know Jordan was being a dick when it happened.  She wants us to keep a united front and is scheduling more interviews than are necessary, on top of all the other work she had planned for us to do before I went to New York.  I’m physically and mentally exhausted and it’s been a few days since I spoke to Jenna.  I feel like she is slipping away from me. 
 
    I’m alone for the first time in what feels like years and eat some take out on the balcony outside my living room, watching the sunset.  I met with Jordan on my own the day before, I didn’t tell Nick and Arch I was going over.  He knows I’m disappointed in him and where he had been lashing out at us a few days ago, now he just looks morose and depressed.  I’m a little worried about him.  We’re going on tour without him, that has never happened, the whole band has always performed together from the moment we created it when we were teenagers.  He promised he would be okay when I left but this time, when he said sorry, I worried even more about his state of mind, it didn’t sound like Jordan.  I texted Arch on the way home and questioned whether we should be getting Jordan in some kind of program for his drinking.   
 
    I pick up my phone after finishing off a bottle of beer. 
 
      
 
    Me: Can you talk? 
 
      
 
    It takes almost fifteen minutes before she replies and I’ve been staring at the phone the whole time. 
 
      
 
    Jenna: Since I was six months old, I was always an over achiever 
 
      
 
    She makes me laugh and for the first time in ages, some of the bad feeling lifts. 
 
      
 
    Me:  Did I wake you? 
 
    Jenna: Nope, I was in the shower, I’ll be going to bed soon though 
 
    Me: Mmm 
 
    Jenna: Perv 
 
    Me: You know me well 
 
    Jenna: How are things going with the drummer? 
 
      
 
    I shut down my text app and call her.  She sounds cheery when she answers. 
 
    “Hey you.” 
 
    “What are you wearing?” I ask. 
 
    “Would it kill you to say hello when you call me?” 
 
    “Hello.  What are you wearing?” 
 
    “An ugly sweater my mom gave me and some sweatpants.” 
 
    “Are you naked underneath?” 
 
    “Adam,” she mutters but I can tell she is smiling. “Yes,” she adds.  I laugh.  “I’ve seen you all over TV lately.” 
 
    “You’ve been watching me on TV?  How do I look?” 
 
    “Is this a trick question?” 
 
    “Admit it, you think I’m hot.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    She makes me smile. “Tell me something exciting, or boring, anything about what you’ve been up to. I need my head out of this place right now.” 
 
    “Okay, erm… A couple of the guys from the gym are fighting in a competition tomorrow night.  We’re all going to support them.  I’ve never been to a fight before.  I don’t know if I’m excited or nervous.” 
 
    “Who’s going with you?” 
 
    “Brooke,” she answers.  “She’s hoping to hook up with some sexy MMA fighter.  I keep trying to tell her they’re gonna be sweaty and blood stained with messed up faces.  If she wants that to happen she needs to come in when they’re training for a fight, not while they’re in the middle of one, or for a few weeks after when they look like bruised fruit.  I don’t think she knows what she is letting herself in for.” 
 
    “Sounds like an interesting night.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be eventful.  So, we’ve been talking in work about an author doing a European tour.” 
 
    “Wow, really?  When?” 
 
    “Not sure yet but I was thinking…” 
 
    “Thinking what?” 
 
    “I’m the one who will schedule the stops.” 
 
    “I like where this is going.” 
 
    “You could send me your schedule.” 
 
    “I’m emailing it now,” I laugh, I’m actually getting excited.  “Seriously though you think you could make it so we’re in the same place at the same time?” 
 
    “That was what I was thinking.” 
 
    “That would be fucking awesome, Jenna.  You could come to a gig.  I’d love for you to come see us.  I’d get you backstage passes, the whole VIP package.” 
 
    “All of us?” she asks. 
 
    “Who are we talking about here?” 
 
    “Elle, and…Kevin.” 
 
    “Fuck no, douche boy can wait outside till the show is over.  That guy is not invited.”  She gives me a throaty laugh.  Then she yawns.  It’s late on the east coast.  “You should go to bed, I’m excited about this Europe thing though.” 
 
    “Me too,” she says.  “You gonna ask?” 
 
    I smile.  “Will you come to LA?”  It’s the same every time we speak or text and every time, she says she needs to think about it. 
 
    “Maybe.  Night Adam.” 
 
    “That’s better than you’ll think about it, right?” 
 
    “Ask me again tomorrow.” 
 
    “You know I will.  You gonna go straight to sleep, or…” 
 
    “Goodnight, Adam.” 
 
    “Okay, dream about me.” 
 
    She’s laughing when she hangs up.  For the first time in days, I feel better.  Then I get an alert on my phone and open the news app and my mouth drops open, I jump up and knock my beer bottle over.  “What the fuck?” 
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    “Is there any chance it’s true?” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me, Bianca?” I snap. 
 
    “You were linked with her, Aidan.” 
 
    “I did not get her pregnant, Bianca.  She’s lying.  We went out a couple of times.  I didn’t even have sex with her.  She wants her five minutes, she doesn’t give a fuck it’s messing with my damn life.  I don’t need you believing this bullshit, you’re supposed to be on my team.” 
 
    “You sure?”  I whirl on her, my eyes full of rage.  “Okay,” she holds up her hands.  “Legal are on it but it’s out there now.  They’ll want to talk to you, make sure we can make a case against her.  We need to discredit her.  Can you prove you didn’t sleep with her?” 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to do that?  It’s her word against mine and the press are going to town on it.  No one will believe me, it isn’t sensational if it turns out to be false.” 
 
    “We’ll get someone checking into her history.” 
 
    “I want this fixed, Bianca.  I’ll go on TV and call her a fucking liar myself if you can’t.”   
 
    I tell her to leave and rake my hands through my hair.  I had to call my parents and sister as soon as I saw the news.  I texted Jenna, she’d be asleep with her phone on silent so I wouldn’t wake her up, telling her to call me before she read anything in the news about me.  I know she has read the text and I know she will have been in work for a few hours.  She hasn’t called me yet.  I can only imagine what she is thinking right now.  I don’t want to pressure her or come across as desperate trying to prove it’s all a lie.   
 
    My phone has been ringing off the hook, but she’s the only one I want to hear from. When the guard buzzes to let me know he is on his way up, I check the cameras and watch Archer’s car pull into the driveway.  I let him in and he follows me into the living room in silence.  I get us both a scotch over ice, he arches his brow at the heavy liquor so early in the day but takes it anyway. 
 
    “How many kids are we up to now?” he laughs. 
 
    “It isn’t funny, Arch.” 
 
    “It’s always been funny before.  We just wait until they crack and admit they’re full of shit, they’re threatened with a lawsuit, or the label pays them off, although I’m pretty convinced the one skank they did pay off actually did have Jordan’s baby,” he laughs.  “The lawyers will file suit, it’ll blow over.” 
 
    “Yeah but the damage is done.  And I’m not laughing this time.” 
 
    “Is this about New York?”  I look over at him. “You hooked up with her didn’t you, the chick from the night club?” 
 
    “We didn’t hook up. But I was with her,” I admit.  “We went out, got to know each other.” 
 
    “You about to tell me you’re in love, dude?” 
 
    “No,” I shake my head, love is too strong a word for this, but there are definitely feelings there and it’s hurting not knowing how she feels about this.  “It’s different Arch…it could be something.” 
 
    He raises his eyebrows.  “I told you to leave it alone.” 
 
    “Yeah well I didn’t listen.” 
 
    He blows out a breath.  “You heard from her?”  I look at him sideways.  “Maybe she hasn’t heard, you said she didn’t know who you are.” 
 
    “She knows who I am and she told me yesterday when we talked before this shit hit the news that she’d seen some of our interviews on TV.  I think the chances of her having missed this are zero.”  I flop down on the couch and swallow all the scotch in my glass.  It burns going down but the freezing ice hits my teeth, it’s a weird contrast.  
 
    “If she gives a shit, she won’t believe it.  If she believes it, then fuck her.” 
 
    “Christ, Archer.  She isn’t like that.  She isn’t like any other woman I’ve known.” 
 
    “You are so fucking whipped,” he shakes his head.   
 
    “Piss off.” 
 
    “Between the tour going tits up, the rift in the band, and a wannabe pregnant with your kid, we’re having the biggest publicity push of our careers,” Archer chuckles but stops when he sees I don’t find it amusing.  We sit in silence for a while. We’re still like that when the guard buzzes and tells me I have a visitor.   
 
    “Now what?”  I roll my eyes at Archer.  “Who is it?” I ask dejectedly. 
 
    “She says her name is Jenna Montanari.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
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    I didn’t see the news until I got off the plane at LAX.  I had a couple of missed calls from Brooke and a text from Adam.  I read his text over and over after I saw the story that broke last night.   
 
      
 
    Adam: Please call me before you see the news today. Please, trust me Jenna. 
 
      
 
    Last night when we spoke on the phone I had very nearly cracked and told Adam I had a plane ticket and would be in LA today.  I really wanted to surprise him.  Seeing his face plastered all over the papers and TVs as soon as I land, everyone talking about how he got an aspiring actress pregnant, I nearly puked and booked myself on a flight straight back out.   
 
    Funnily enough it was a call from Keira that convinced me to stay.  She knew I was coming because I’d asked for Adam’s address and sworn her to secrecy. 
 
    “He called us last night and told us it was bullshit,” Keira said.  She sounded angry.  “These damn wannabes wanting to ride on the coat tails of talented people.  Jenna, trust me, this isn’t true, Adam is so upset about it.” 
 
    “He text me but I didn’t see it till I got off the plane,” I tell her.  “I stupidly let my phone go flat last night because I was panicking about getting everything packed.  I charged it on the flight.  He told me to call before I believe anything I see.” 
 
    “He’s right.  Jenna you have to talk to him.  I know this has messed up the surprise but he will be so happy to see you.  He needs something good and that is you.” 
 
    I sit down on a bench with my weekend case between my knees.  LAX is so busy and there is a group of photographers by the entrance waiting for god knew who.  I am so out of my element here.  
 
    “Please stay,” Keira says quietly.  “Talk to him.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper. 
 
    “Let me know how he is once you’re settled in and have talked.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I hang up and look around me.  He has been wearing me down for days about coming out here.  I’d spent ages agonising over it.  I just kept thinking back to the time we’d spent together, at his sister’s house, the ball game, McAllister’s.  It started to outweigh the fear.  Getting to know him as a person, rather than a celebrity, not to mention how he makes me feel sexually.  I spent night after night thinking about our tryst in the back of the car.  I went from being completely turned on, to laughing hysterically at what happened to him.   
 
    And the more I thought about visiting the more excited I got.  I was not going to let him pay for me to fly out here and that gave me the idea of surprising him.  I told Izzy the truth about what is going on and asked for a couple of days but she told me to take a full week.  Going through the illness with Ada had given her a whole new perspective.  Work isn’t everything.  She’d practically kicked me out of the office telling me to let fate take its natural course.  I booked a four-day trip, not a full week.  I didn’t know how it would go and could always extend if necessary. 
 
    And here I am, seeing a picture of an attractive looking blond, claiming not only had she slept with Adam, but was carrying his child.   
 
    I could hear his voice telling me most of the news about him is made up.  This is difficult to see, especially considering we haven’t slept together.   
 
    I lose all track of time sitting in the airport trying to decide what to do.  It’s only when my stomach gurgles I realise it’s been a while since I last ate.  I need to piss or get off the potty.  I head to the ladies room to freshen up.  I can do this.  I’ll hear him out.  I’m fairly certain I’ll be able to tell if he’s lying.  I hope he isn’t. 
 
    The taxi ride takes forever, then is over all too soon and the cab pulls up at a security gate.  A guard sticks his head out of the booth and asks who I’m here to see.  My mouth goes dry, this is where he lives?  A gated community with guards?  I tell him who I’m here for and give him my name.  After a phone call, the guard allows the cab to enter and gives the driver directions to Adam’s property. 
 
    I can smell the sea and it’s so warm I’m starting to sweat.  When the cab stops at another set of gates, I get out of the car and the driver helps me with my case.  I look through the gates and see a sleek modern building with a contrasting black and white façade with a huge double height door in the centre.  There are no windows on the ground floor, apart from sidelights by the door.  My palms are so sweaty I have to wipe them on my thighs.  The gate buzzes open and starts to slide back.  It makes me jump when the cab pulls away.  I take a step over the threshold as the front door opens.   
 
    Adam comes out of the door and stares at me.  He shakes his head a little, as if he still doesn’t believe what he is seeing.  I take a deep breath and walk up the drive.  There are two cars, an SUV similar to the one he was driving in New York and a sleek silver Tesla.  So much money, I think, panicking again. 
 
    He takes the two steps from the door down onto the drive and walks towards me. He’s wearing grey shorts and a black t-shirt, he’s barefoot.  He looks incredible and my pulse jumps up a notch. “I can’t believe you’re here,” he says.   
 
    “Surprise,” I say, but not with as much feeling as I planned. 
 
    “You’ve seen the news?” he asks, apprehensively.  
 
    “I have,” I stop in front of him. 
 
    “But you still came?” 
 
    “Didn’t see it till I landed, figured I was here might as well make the most of it.”   
 
    His face drops.  I’ve never seen him look so unsure of himself and remember Keira telling me he is more insecure than people realise.  I know right then the story is bullshit.   
 
    “You gonna make me stand out here on the driveway my whole trip?” 
 
    His brows rise, he looks confused so I take the lead and walk the last few steps to him, moving up close I slip my arms around his shoulders.  He looks at me in surprise more than anything else but when I go up on my toes to kiss him, he finally relaxes and kisses me back, his arms going tight around me. 
 
    “You have no fucking idea how glad I am to see you,” he whispers against my lips.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure I do,” I smile.  “I think we both need a drink and from the taste of it, you’ve started without me.” 
 
    He grins. “Come on,” he grabs my case, holds my hand, leading me to his house.   
 
    When we go inside, I’m reminded of every single Hollywood movie or description in a novel of where the stars live.  The flooring is expensive tile, the ceilings are double height, there is a sweeping curved staircase to the first floor and I can see straight from the front door through to the back of the house which is a wall of glass, and the ocean beyond it.  He is watching my wide-eyed survey with a look of amusement.   
 
    “I would give anything to be alone with you right now but there is someone here,” he tells me.  “Someone I actually want you to meet.” 
 
    I fidget beside him.  I’m overwhelmed enough as it is, I’m not sure I’m ready to meet one of his friends.  He leads me through a hallway that opens out into a massive sunken room.  There are three steps dropping down into it, the furniture is brown and coffee coloured with smoked glass tables.  There is a huge sound system by the TV, hundreds of DVD’s in fitted wall shelves.  The windows follow through into this room and I can see the beach from here too.  It is absolutely breath-taking, I can’t believe he lives here.   
 
    In the corner there is a large bar with muted neon lights around the edges, there are optics on the wall with various alcohol in, bottle after bottle and glasses and a glass doored refrigerator stocked with beers and wines of all different varieties. It’s almost as well stocked as McAllister’s.  
 
    Standing in front of it is a fair haired, attractive man wearing cargo pants and a t-shirt, he’s holding a glass of amber liquid.  I wouldn’t have recognised him a couple of weeks ago but now I know he is Archer Harris, the lead guitarist and Adam’s best friend.  He is watching us with amusement, his eyes drop to where Adam’s hand is holding mine and there is a slight resigned shake of his head.  I glance at Adam who is scowling at Archer, some sort of warning? I suddenly wonder if this is the friend he told about me, the one who tried to convince Adam to forget me.  It has to be, they’re best friends.  I nervously brush my hair behind my ear. 
 
    “Jen, this is Archer Harris,” he walks us towards him.   
 
    “Call me Arch,” he says and reaches to shake my hand.  I take it and hope he can’t feel how clammy my palms are.  “Nice to put a face to the name,” he grins.  
 
    I start to relax a little.  “You too,” I tell him.   
 
    “This dolt has told you about me?” he asks. 
 
    “Yes, he’s talked about all of you.” 
 
    “Shit, should I be worried?” 
 
    “Yes,” I tell him pointedly. 
 
    “Dude, you broke the bro code,” he turns to Adam. 
 
    “You calling me a ho, Archer?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he grins at me.   
 
    I imagine he gets away with a lot with that grin.  I remember Adam saying he is the only one of his friends he would introduce to Brooke, and for a moment I see the two of them together.  “I guess I can let it go, unless you plan on running me out of here?” I arch a brow. 
 
    After a few seconds, he points at me.  “I like you.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    He and Adam laugh. “I cannot think of two better people to be here when my life is turning to shit.” He looks at me.  “Beer, wine, or I’ve got the hard stuff too.” 
 
    “Can you at least wait until I leave before talking about the hard stuff,” Archer laughs making Adam’s words a double entendre.   
 
    “All in good time,” Adam winks at me.   
 
    I try not to blush.  “Wine, white please,” I tell Adam and he grabs a bottle from the fridge. “For now,” I smile at Archer.  I hear Adam chuckle behind me but I dare not look at him because as far as I’m concerned, for now, the rule still stands.   
 
    “How long are you here, Jenna?” Archer asks me. 
 
    “A few days,” I say as I take the wine from Adam, his fingers brush mine and I feel a crackle of electricity. Remember the rule.  He tilts his head and leads us over to the seating area.  I sink into the sofa, it’s so comfortable I could just fall asleep on it.  Adam sits next to me, he pulls one leg up and sits sideways.  Archer takes a chair opposite.  “If that is okay?” I ask Adam. 
 
    “You know it is,” he grins.  I can see from the way he is looking at me, his eyes sparkling, a smile never far from his lips, he is really happy right now and I’m glad I came.  “How did you know where I live?” 
 
    “Keira.” 
 
    “I need to buy her a car.”  I laugh in surprise at the comment and how easily he can talk about spending so much money. 
 
    “Well,” Archer gets up draining his glass.  “I hope we can all go out for drinks or dinner while you’re here Jenna.  Right now, I need to get out of here so you can quit with the secret looks and just get it on.”  He grins and puts his glass down, grabbing his keys from his pocket.  “Forget about all the crap,” he says to Adam.  “I’ll tell Bianca to leave you alone for a few days.” 
 
    Adam walks him out talking and laughing.  I get up and walk to the window, sipping my wine.  I can tell its expensive stuff.  There aren’t many people on the beach but there are some surfers out in the distance.  It’s very different from the view out of my apartment window. This whole house terrifies me. I can feel he has come back and glance over my shoulder.  He has his hands in his pockets and is standing at the top of the steps down into the living room, just staring at me.  
 
    “What?” I smile.  He comes towards me, and stands beside me looking out of the window.   
 
    “I figured… I don’t know what I thought.  After that story last night and you never answered my text.” 
 
    “Tell me it isn’t true,” I look into his eyes. 
 
    “It isn’t true,” he says, unblinking. 
 
    “Okay then,” I drink more wine and look back through the window.  “Why don’t you give me a tour of this ridiculously, too huge for one-person house?” 
 
    He laughs and takes the wine glass from me, putting it down on a glass side table.  He pulls me into him.  “First things first.”  His head drops and his lips press against mine.  He doesn’t wait for an invitation, he pushes through my open mouth and strokes his tongue against mine.  My heart is about to crash through my chest as one of his hands drops and squeezes my ass, I laugh into his mouth and push him back.   
 
    He glares at me.  “I’ve wanted you in my house for months,” he puts a hand behind my neck and with his other still on my ass, pulls me to him again.  “The tour can wait a few more minutes.”  He kisses me again, he kisses me so hard I can’t breathe. He knows when my knees go weak and then he pulls back with a sexy smile.  He takes my hand and leads me out of the living room to show me around his house.   
 
    The whole place is beautiful, a huge kitchen, stylish dining room with a table that seats eight, downstairs bathroom, office and music room that is soundproofed.  Upstairs there are three guest rooms, two bathrooms, a gym and then the master bedroom and bath.  I linger by a guest room, looking in. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he stands behind me. 
 
    “This is a nice room.” 
 
    “Hmm?” he grabs my waist, he likes doing that, and I like it when he does it.   
 
    “For me,” I glance at him.   
 
    “You want to sleep in here?” he frowns.  “Fuck, the rule still applies?” 
 
    “For now.”  I stare into his eyes and see the inner struggle but then he nods.   
 
    “I told you a door isn’t necessarily going to work.” 
 
    “Good job there are two doors then,” I nod my head towards his room.  He puts his head in his hands but laughs.  I’m not gonna make him hold out too much longer.  Mostly because I can’t either, but it’s fun to tease him and the anticipation will only make it that much better.  “I’m doing this for your own good.” 
 
    “If you want me to pass out from blood loss to the brain then I don’t see how it’s for my own good, Slugger.” 
 
    I laugh, it sounds good to hear my nickname again.  After the tour he puts my case in the guest room, looking hopefully at me, clutching both hands over his heart and moves them in and out like a heart beating.  He makes us something to eat then we go for a walk on the beach.  I ask about why it’s so quiet. 
 
    “It’s a private beach,” he says.  “Only residents are allowed to use it.  So you can sunbathe naked if you want to.” 
 
    I don’t answer him but walk down to the water.  He comes up behind me and puts his arms around me, his chin resting lightly on top of my shoulder.   
 
    “I’ll go as slow as you need to,” he says.  “But I can’t promise I’ll stop teasing you or having to get some privacy every now and then.”   
 
    The sun has started to set and I lean against him.  He holds me close and I feel protected and happy and scared all at the same time.  He lives on the other side of the country to me, I don’t know how we would ever make this work, but he makes me want to.   
 
    “Come on,” he says, taking my hand.  “It’ll be dark soon, let’s go home.” 
 
    I smile as I look down at our footprints on the sand.  Home.  Why does that leave a warm place in my chest? 
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      Not sure I could call last night one of my best night’s sleep, knowing he is literally just down the hallway.  I tossed and turned for a long time, but it is definitely one of the comfiest beds I’ve ever slept in.   The sun is shining in through the windows and I lay still, just looking out at the blue sky, nothing else in sight.  I stretch, get dressed into a pair of pale blue shorts and a slouchy thin white jumper over a tank top, then go out into the hall.  Adam’s bedroom door is open, I tiptoe over and peer in but his bed is empty.  The sheets are all over the place and I wonder if he had a bad night’s sleep too.   
 
    I find him in the kitchen, cooking us breakfast.  He smiles when he sees me, his hair is a mess but he looks edible.  I want to bite his shoulders.  Instead I slip on to a stool at the island where he is plating up bacon and eggs.  He slides that and a coffee over, then joins me on a stool.   
 
    “Sleep okay?  Cos I slept like shit,” he growls.   
 
    “Like a baby,” I lie making him laugh. 
 
    “What do you want to do today?” he asks. 
 
    “I don’t know, I thought we would have to stay at home, to stay out of sight,” I tell him. 
 
    “It’s easier to blend in out here, there are some places we could go where we won’t be bothered.  I’d really love to show you around but I guess I do need to be more careful given what is going on right now.” 
 
    I touch his arm, he’s gone melancholy again.  He looks at me and any sadness that was there a second ago sparks into something else. 
 
    “I was thinking swimming,” I tell him. “I’ve been eyeing the pool since I got here.” 
 
    “Swimming sounds good,” he nods. 
 
    We finish our food and I nip upstairs to take a quick shower and change into a royal blue bikini I picked up specifically for this trip.  Brooke made me go shopping with her to buy some new stuff, a couple of dresses, a bikini and sexy lingerie.  She warned me if I didn’t come back royally fucked by a rock star she would disown me. 
 
    When I get back down there is no sign of him so I slip outside and walk to the pool.  It’s large and kidney shaped with a hot tub at the end.  I shake my head, I can’t believe he lives here alone with all of this.  I dip my toe in the water, it’s warm.  Dropping my towel I sit on the edge then lower myself into the water.  It feels great, I can’t remember the last time I went swimming.  I duck under to soak myself, then swim a few laps.  I’ve always loved swimming and am pretty good at it.  When I start to tire I come up for air, Adam is sitting on the side of the pool in tight green swimming trunks, watching me.   
 
    “You coming in?” 
 
    “Just watching you for a little while longer.” 
 
    I splash him.  He laughs and drops into the water, swimming quickly over to me.  He grabs me and kisses me, his legs wrapping around mine, pinning me against him, we float together.  I’m just starting to melt into it when he lifts me up, his hands on my waist, and slams me back so I splash into the water.  I swim up quickly spluttering and shake the water from my face, glaring at him as he laughs. 
 
    “Asshole,” I shout.  “You’re so dead.” 
 
    I swim at him and he raises his hands to protect himself but I dive, going for his legs, he is caught completely by surprise as I grab his thighs and pull him under the water, then burst up to the surface and press his shoulders down, holding him under for a couple of seconds.  He grabs my waist again and pulls me down, tickling me, we both come up for air, laughing and I splash him.   
 
    “I thought you were gonna rip off my shorts,” he laughs. 
 
    “Wishful thinking?”  
 
    “Fuck yes.” 
 
    I laugh and swim over to the deep end that is facing out to the water.  I rest my elbows and forearms on the ledge.  He joins me and we look out at the ocean together.   
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask him.  He’s about to quip when he sees I’m serious.   
 
    “Sometimes it sucks being me,” he says.   
 
    “It’ll blow over though, right?  You said it usually does after a few days.” 
 
    “Sure,” he says, but it’s not very convincing.   
 
    I need to cheer him up.  “I brought my itinerary for the book tour, wanna compare schedules?”  His eyes brighten and he nods.  “But let’s sunbathe first,” I suggest.  “I need a tan. You have plenty of sun lotion, right?” 
 
    He closes his eyes.  “Don’t tease me, Jenna.  I’m likely to unleash my inner beast and if you’re not careful, you’ll realise you like him so much you’ll never want to leave.” 
 
    I smile, push up and climb out of the water, mostly because he’s driving me crazy and I’m feeling more like an evil bitch for making him wait.  He watches me and tips his head back, letting out a roar of frustration.   I only get him to do my shoulders with sun lotion because I’m definitely being unfair.  He goes to get my travel bag and his laptop and he pulls up the tour schedule while I bring out my diary.   
 
    “London,” I say.  “I think I can work it so we’re there when you are doing the two shows.” 
 
    He nods, looking pleased.  “London is always a good one.  And because we have two shows we’re there for four days.  Can you swing that?” 
 
    I bite my bottom lip, looking at the papers.   “I’ll try but we’ve got a slightly lower budget than you guys and need to keep moving.”   
 
    “London for a couple of nights it is,” he kisses the top of my head.  “I can’t wait for you to come to a show.  Douche is still not invited.” 
 
    We swim some more, have lunch on the back deck watching the few people venturing out, and talk about anything and everything.  He wants to teach me to surf, which I’m all for.  We laugh a lot and he tells me he can forget what is going on with me here, which makes me happy.   
 
    His phone rang a few times but he keeps ignoring it.  As the afternoon is waning and we come inside to watch a movie, his phone rings again and this time he answers.   
 
    “Hey,” he keeps stroking his fingers over the top of my head, where he has been playing with my hair for the last fifteen minutes.  “Sounds like a great idea.  Yeah I know.  Okay, that’ll work, what time?  See you later dude.”  He hangs up.  “So Arch has asked us to meet up for dinner tonight.  Is that okay?” 
 
    I sit up.  “Great, where are we going?” 
 
    “He’s gonna have some food at his place. You think this is big, you should see where Archer lives.  He’s asked the rest of the guys and some other friends too.  Will you be okay with that?” 
 
    I scrunch up my nose, if we’re in someone’s house, we’re safe.  I smile.  “Sounds great.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
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    “Wow,” my eyes move up and down her body. Her dress is coffee coloured with spaghetti straps and a cinched waist, it flares out and falls just above her knee.  She has nude heeled sandals on and I can see a delicate silver anklet that I know I want her to leave on when we eventually fuck. She already has a slight tan, more sun-kissed than an actual deepening of colour.  She has her hair pulled over her shoulder in a messy braid, some of it falling over her eyes.  I love that she doesn’t wear too much make-up, just enough to accentuate her features. “You look gorgeous.” 
 
    She smiles and lifts her leg, bent at the knee behind her, so she can adjust the strap on her sandal.  I close my eyes and turn away from her.  She’s the devil. I grab my keys and we head out.  Setting the security alarm I hold the door to the SUV for her.  She asks about the Tesla and I tell her it was Arch’s, I only have one car, she looks thoughtful about that then she smiles and I feel like I’ve passed a test. 
 
    Arch lives up in the hills away from the beach, he went full on ostentatious when we moved out here and had enough cash to buy our own homes.  It’s a Spanish style monstrosity with eight bedrooms, ten baths a home theatre, two pools and a garage big enough for six cars, all of which are filled with a variety of practical and sporty cars, he bought a Harley too but still hasn’t learnt to ride it.  Despite it all, he’s one of the most down to earth guys anyone could ever hope to meet.   
 
    Jenna’s eyes widen when she sees it and she looks over at me.  “It’s a whole other world,” she mutters. “How much does a place like this cost?” 
 
    “You couldn’t get a three bedroomed penthouse in New York for the price of this place.” 
 
    “I’d never earn enough in my lifetime to buy either.  I’m happy in my crappy yet lovable one-bedroom apartment.” 
 
    “Does that mean when I’m living out there for a while you wouldn’t want to stay in a completely ridiculously overpriced New York penthouse.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” she smiles at me.   
 
    I die. She’s thinking about being with me when I’m in New York. I get out and hurry around to let her out.  Jenna looks a little nervous so I clasp her hand, remembering I don’t want to bombard her too much with my lifestyle.  I don’t want to scare her off.  My friends are normal people, she’ll soon see.   
 
    “It’s just Arch and the other guys,” I’m presuming Jordan will be here, Arch said he was inviting him.  “Nick’s been dating this girl, Elsa so she’ll be here too. There will be a couple of other guys there, people who work on the tours with us and their girlfriends.” 
 
    “Got it,” she squeezes my hand.  “McAllister’s this is not.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’d rather be there right now.”  She smiles at me, I pull her into me, putting an arm around her shoulder and lowering my face to hers.  “I think after this, we’ve done our social quota, I just wanna stay at home with you the rest of the time you’re here.” 
 
    “Won’t that get a little boring?” she arches a brow.  I kiss her in response.  “Okay then,” she pulls back, breathless and blushing.  She’s smart and confident and could probably kick my ass if she wanted to, but kiss her and say something sexy, and she blushes like no one’s business.   
 
    Arch opens the door and welcomes us giving me a one-armed bro hug then kisses Jenna on the cheek.  I glare at him over her head and he laughs at me.  She manages to keep the awe in check as we enter the house and all the people I consider family gathered in Arch’s living room.  There is loud music playing and drinks flowing freely but the atmosphere is relaxed.   
 
    “You hired wait staff? You complete tool,” I look at Arch as a woman in a uniform goes past with a tray of hor dourves.    
 
    “I’m sophisticated.” 
 
    I stare at him like he’s nuts. Nick and Jordan come over to greet me and I introduce Jenna.  They’re easily charmed and she talks about New York and her trip here.  She tells Jordan she is sorry about his accident and he smiles sheepishly, I can see him eyeing her up.  Jenna just smiles and turns when Arch offers her a glass of wine. Jordan looks at me and makes an obscene gesture with his hands so I slap the back of his head.  Jenna turns to see him holding it with his good hand and we both smile so she doesn’t know what happened.   
 
    I’m glad to see Jordan here and looking happy but he can fuck right off if he thinks he’s getting near Jenna. 
 
    We’re all hanging out chatting and relaxed, Jenna is perched on the sofa so I pull her back against me, I don’t want to not be touching her. The doorbell rings.  As far as I know, everyone who was supposed to be here, already is.  Arch hurries out to answer the door and when he comes back, he’s trailed by two women.  He looks at me and his face is white.  I glance behind him and see a girl I know Arch has been interested in but the woman next to her is completely unexpected. 
 
    It’s Erica James.  My ex-girlfriend, the only girl I’ve ever let myself fall in love with.  I glance at Jenna who doesn’t seem to be aware I’m about to freak out.  I glare at Arch, he shrugs, he doesn’t know why she is here.  It takes Erica a moment to find me in the group and she starts to smile but it falters when she sees Jenna leaning against me, one hand on my thigh. Jenna is smiling at something Nick’s girl is saying and doesn’t hear Jordan.  
 
    “Shit just got real,” he murmurs. 
 
    I broke up with Erica three years ago when she got the opportunity of a lifetime to work abroad and moved to Paris.  She didn’t want things to end.  I didn’t want her to go or for us to end either and for a while we tried the long-distance thing, at least I did.  She grew distant, I could never get hold of her which was difficult enough given my schedule.  It eventually got back to me she was dating someone else.  So, that was that.   
 
    I see the look of hurt cross her face but she quickly wipes it away and smiles at me.  She has no right to be hurt. She was the one who fucked us up. It took me a long time to get over her and against my better judgement a lot of groupies came on the bus with me when we toured that summer, trying to fuck Erica out of my system.  I’m still embarrassed about that period of my life and it’s one I dread Jenna finding out about. 
 
    Jenna looks up at me, feeling how I’ve tensed. “Everything okay?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” I tell her, hating the strain in my voice.  Her eyes go over to where the new arrivals are standing, she looks at me, back at the women then turns to drink her wine.   
 
    “Everyone knows Sarah right?” Arch holds out his hand to her.  “And Erica,” he adds as he offers them both a drink and they come into the room taking their seats.  People nod and wave.  Erica sits down by one of the women here with our instrument manager and they start to talk like old friends, but she keeps looking over.   
 
    “I’m just gonna go to the bathroom,” I tell Jenna and she shifts to let me up.  I walk out of the room and down the hall.  Arch follows me.  “What the fuck?” I snap at him. 
 
    “You think I knew she was bringing her?” he asks.  He looks back at the room, his head hanging.  “I thought she was still in France with that guy.” 
 
    “So did I,” I say through gritted teeth.   
 
    “Well, it’s not a big deal is it?  Not you know, like anything will happen.  Jenna is here.” 
 
    “Of course nothing is going to happen. Even if Jenna weren’t here it wouldn’t happen.  I don’t give a shit about her anymore.” 
 
    I sound like I’m protesting too much, even to myself.  I’m not sure why I’m reacting like this.  I’m totally over Erica.  Have been for years.  So why do I feel a little bit sick at the sight of her.  And not in a disgusting I can’t stand to be in the same room as her sick.  It’s a different kind of nausea and I don’t like the way I’m feeling right now.   
 
    “Keep her away from me.  And keep her away from Jenna,” I tell Arch and he nods but there aren’t enough people here to make it that easy to avoid her.  “I can’t fucking believe with everything else going on I have to deal with her showing up.” 
 
    “The food is ready Mr Harris, where would you like it?” A voice interrupts us. 
 
    Arch turns to the waiter and tells him to take it in and put it on the table in the living room.  People can just help themselves in there rather than the more formal dining room.  “Let’s just go back in and enjoy the night, you can stick around for a bit, eat, then take Jenna home.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I plant my hands on my hips.  I’m still angry and I’m scared because I’m wondering if the anger isn’t just that she has shown up here, it’s at myself for wanting to talk to her. We never got to end things properly, it was done over phone calls and angry emails. I didn’t even see her when we eventually broke up.  
 
    We follow the waiters back into the room who drop off varying dishes for people to pick at.  I stand in the doorway and two sets of eyes turn to look at me, both questioning.  Erica had her chance and she shit on me.  I walk to Jenna, sit down and clasp her hand.   
 
    “Everything okay?” she asks looking into my eyes.  
 
    “Everything’s great, I’m just thinking about how long we need to stay to be polite before I can get you back home for some serious making out, and what not.” 
 
    She laughs softly.  “Hmm what not?” she gives me a funny look knowing what I mean.  “I’m hungry, maybe after I’m fed?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I lean over and fill two plates at record speed making her laugh.  I can feel Erica watching me, but I keep my eyes averted.   
 
    I make sure I’m never in a position for Erica to corner me to talk and I keep Jenna close, even though she’s chatting away to people.  She really is amazing, she can talk to anyone and I love watching the way she laughs, her head tilts a little to the side when she does. In the pool this afternoon, I loved how playful she was and how it felt rubbing sun lotion into her shoulders.   
 
    Christ I need to get her in my bed.  She is totally out of her element here but she’s making the most of it.   
 
    Jordan corners me to ask about Erica but I cut him off, telling him to feel free to go for it if he wants to.  He’s shocked at that but I know he won’t because of my past relationship with her.  So he changes the subject and wants to talk about the drummer replacing him on the tour which is killing him.  Out of the corner of my eye I spot Erica getting up out of her seat and going to get another drink from one of the waitresses.  She is not far from where Jenna is sitting and I watch her with narrowed eyes.  She glances at Jenna then looks at me from across the room, her eyes soften and she gives me a shy smile.  I don’t know what she wants but I can’t return the look.  I turn back to Jordan and my phone buzzes in my pocket.  I take it out and see a text.   
 
      
 
    Erica: Aidan, can we please talk 
 
      
 
    I glare at her and put my phone away.  She lowers her eyes.  I’m sick of this shit.  I walk over to Jenna and lean down.  “It’s time to leave,” I tell her.   
 
    “Oh,” she lets me pull her up and we say a quick goodbye to everyone.  I don’t bother even looking at Erica. Arch silently apologises as he lets us out.  I pull Jenna to the car and get her inside.  When I get into the driver’s side, she looks over at me.  “What is going on with you?” 
 
    “Nothing, I’m just not feeling the party, I want to go home with you, watch a movie, cuddle.” 
 
    She’s not looking convinced.   
 
    “Maybe get in your pants,” I add to stop her staring at me like that.  It works.  It takes a while to get back to Malibu and we’re both quiet all the way there.  I’m being an asshole and I need to stop.  It’s not Jenna’s fault my ex showed up and stirred up emotions I thought long gone.   
 
    At home, Jenna goes to change and I try to pick a movie.  I stand in front of the DVD shelf staring at nothing.  I get another text. 
 
      
 
    Erica:  I wish we had chance to talk before you left.  Your friend is beautiful, Aidan.  I hope you’re happy. Can we please talk, I’m free any time? 
 
      
 
    I slam the phone down on the table.  I don’t need her blessing, nor does Jenna. And I’ve no intention of talking with her. I’m in a bad mood when Jenna comes back down and I ask her to pick a DVD cos I can’t choose.  She goes with Napoleon Dynamite saying I look like I could use a laugh.  She is picking up on my mood and I feel bad.  I make popcorn and lie down on the couch pulling her down in front of me.   
 
    It’s late when the movie ends and I walk Jenna to her room and kiss her goodnight saying I’m tired and we should go out somewhere fun tomorrow.  I can see she is disappointed and that pisses me off too. She is the one who keeps holding out.  There are only so many times I can joke about it and get knocked back.  I stalk into my room and undress then get in the shower.  I can’t believe I’m letting Erica get to me like this.  I thought my feelings for her were long gone.  I put my hands on the tiled wall in front of me.  “They are gone,” I mutter.  “I don’t give a shit about her.” 
 
    I wash my hair and get out of the shower, going to the balcony off my bedroom wearing just a towel, I stare out at the moonlit water.  My whole world had just been flipped upside down again.  I’ve spent the last few months trying to get Jenna here.  I need to focus on her.  She is my future, I want her in my life.  Erica is my past and she needs to stay there.  
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    There is no sign of Jenna when I get up.  She’s not in the house or the pool.  I stand out on the balcony and look up and down the beach.  Where the hell is she?  Did she see what was going on last night and take off?  That thought scares me, I don’t want her to go.  I go back inside and look around.  Her shoes are on the floor by the couch where she took them off last night.  She’s still here.  I go back into the kitchen and finally spot the note. 
 
    Gone running, be back soon, J xoxo 
 
    Shit, I run my hands through my hair.  I’m letting shit get out of hand.  Jenna is only here a few days, we’re one down already.  I pull out my phone, look at the texts from Erica, then delete them.  I go through my contacts and call a friend down in San Diego to check on something I think Jenna might like, or be terrified of, but it will be fun.  He confirms we can be accommodated but it’s a long drive, we need to set out early to make the most of it.  I go back out onto the balcony and look down the beach, this time I can see her, her hair is swinging in a high ponytail and she has little shorts on with a tank top.  My heart clutches at the sight of her, as does my dick.  I’m determined today is the day.  I’m gonna make her have so much fun she can’t resist me. 
 
    She sees me and waves, I wave back and beckon her in.  She does a few stretches before jogging up the steps.  I meet her there and kiss her. 
 
    “I’m all sweaty,” she steps back.  
 
    “I don’t care,” I pull her to me and kiss her.  “Go take a shower, we have a long drive.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asks excitedly. 
 
    “It’s a surprise.  Go get cleaned up, wear something comfy.” 
 
    “Okay,” she pecks my cheek and disappears upstairs.  
 
    She’s back within fifteen minutes in loose shorts and a t-shirt, wearing sneakers and her hair is fixed in a fresh ponytail, make up free and looking both cute and sexy.  She has sunglasses pushed up on her head.  “Will this do?” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I kiss her.  “You look hot.  Come on.” 
 
    I’ve packed a few things and put them in the trunk while she gets in the car.  I program the GPS and we set off.  She makes me play ‘Never Have I Ever’ for the first half hour and we laugh our way through some of the crazy things from our past.  I’m shocked to learn she has been arrested, for a protest, nothing serious she tells me with a smile.  “I was only in pokey for a half hour, I got fined,” she grins.  
 
    I’m also stunned to learn she has been naked in public.  “Where the hell was I when that was happening?” I groan. 
 
    “Probably flashing your own nipples at a crowd of thousands,” she tells me deadpan. 
 
    “Pictures of this event?” 
 
    “Probably somewhere.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” I laugh. 
 
    “It was Mardi Gras, Adam.” 
 
    “In New York?” I yell with a laugh. 
 
    “My college roommate was from New Orleans,” she is grinning. “She arranged the party.” 
 
    “Shit,” I groan imagining how many beaded necklaces I would have thrown around her neck to get her to flash me over and over. 
 
    Then she took over the radio hitting seek or swapping stations and after five seconds we had to name the tune.  She is terrible at it because she doesn’t know popular music, until one of our songs comes on and she shouts it out.  Of course I knew it was my music but I kept quiet waiting to see if she did, I feel great knowing she has listened to it enough to recognise it.  There are moments of comfortable silence too and at one point I reach across to just hold her hand while we drive.  Thoughts of anyone else are well and truly out of my mind now. When we finally arrive at the Horseback Riding Trail she looks at me like I’ve lost my mind.   
 
    “Horses?  Are you insane?” 
 
    “It’ll be fun,” I laugh.  “Come on.” 
 
    “No, no, I can’t ride a horse, what if it throws me off.  I’ll break my neck.” 
 
    “Live a little, City Slicker,” I take both of her hands in mine and look down at her.  “I won’t let you get hurt.” 
 
    She looks anxiously at the stables where other riders are coming and going.  “They will teach you the basics.  Other than that, you just need to sit down and let the horse do the work.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that is how you ride a horse, Adam.  Otherwise what are reins for?” 
 
    She is actually shitting herself and it makes me laugh so much she punches me and damn does it hurt.  She is not sorry at all.  But once we get to speaking to the owners and they help her greet and stroke some horses, I’m proud to see her relaxing.  I about piss my pants laughing when she gets on the horse, it’s very unladylike the way she does it.  She returns the favour when I almost fall off myself.  But this is what it’s about, having fun.  And so far, no one has looked twice at me.   
 
    We spend the next three hours learning about and then riding the horses along the ocean side trail, going in and out of the water, with a small group of people. I try to control my horse so we are side by side and fail spectacularly most of the time.  I like staying behind her though, watching her long lean legs gripping the horse and how her ass bounces up and down if the horse picks up some pace.   
 
    When we get back, we joke about how we now walk like John Wayne and I offer to help her with any chafing on her inner thighs.  She looks a little wind burnt, her hair is a mess from the helmet but she can’t stop smiling and I’m so glad it was because of me.   
 
    On the way home, I pull off the highway in Solana Beach and we go to a seafood restaurant.  A few people come over asking for an autograph or a picture but it’s all focused on me, they leave Jenna alone, in fact, she takes the pictures taking it in her stride.   
 
    “If I forget to say it later because I’ve passed out,” she smiles over at me.  “Thank you, I had an amazing day.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I smile across the table at her.  Then I nudge her feet with a cheeky wink and she gives me a slow smile.  We’re eating again when I feel her bare foot on my leg, it goes up to my knee and onto the seat between my thighs.  I open my eyes wide at her.  She’s eating as if nothing is going on but her foot slides further up my thigh in between my legs.  I lean forward to whisper, “You do realise your foot is in my crotch?” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    I laugh and move a little in the seat, pressing her foot harder against me so she can feel what is going on down there.  I’m definitely wearing her down.  Her coy look as she pops a shrimp into her mouth makes me close my eyes and groan.  We can’t get home fast enough but still have two hours of driving.  Why the fuck did I stop?  Who needs food when I have this woman driving me crazy?  I pay the bill fast and practically drag her to the car. 
 
    Somewhat calmer when we get back, Jenna kisses my cheek and says she is going to take a shower.  I’m exhausted from the drive and my inner thighs are starting to ache, whose stupid idea was it to ride a horse all day long anyway?  I decide to shower too but still manage to get back downstairs before she does.  I pour us some wine, set the lights to low and put the best of MTV unplugged on.  She comes back to the living room wearing silk shorts and a loose white shirt, the top three buttons left undone, showing her breastbone and the curve of the top of her breasts.  Her long hair is swept up in a messy bun, some wet tendrils escaping.  She looks good enough to eat.   
 
    I pass her a wine glass and we sit together on the couch.  She shuffles closer and I put my arm over her shoulder.  We keep giving each other looks, neither one of us wanting to be the one to say anything first.  I touch the back of my fingertips to the bare skin of her neck, running them slowly up and down her skin, a soft sigh escapes her lips.  I’m fairly certain she’s giving me the go ahead but I need to be sure.  I lean down and put my nose against her ear, lightly rubbing it, then nip at her ear lobe. She tilts her head sideways to give me access and I kiss and suck the warm skin of her neck. When she moans I can’t take it anymore, I put my wine glass down and take hers from her hand. When I turn back to look at her, I can see the desire in her eyes.  I kneel down on the floor in front of her, staying upright enough that we’re face to face.  I cup her cheeks and pull her towards me.  Her mouth opens to me and we kiss softly, then I tug at her so she is pressed against me and our lips clash, our tongues roll around each other.  I’m so hard I can barely stand it.   
 
    I get up quickly, pulling away from her when she doesn’t expect it and she falters forward a little.  I take her hand and pull her up, then kiss her again, walking her towards the stairs, we’re both clutching at each other as we stumble along. I pull my t-shirt over my head and drop it, her eyes go to my chest and she touches me.  I grab her neck and pull her mouth back to me but it’s slowing us down too much so I just pull her up the stairs and hurry down the hallway to my room. Jenna is laughing as I swing her in through the door. 
 
    “The things I’m going to do to you,” I tell her, kissing her hard. 
 
    “Tell me,” she moans, her eyes burning into mine, her arms around my neck. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to do dirty things to you from the second I laid eyes on you in New York,” I grab her ass and pull her to me.  “I’m gonna fuck you so hard you forget your own name.”   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    [image: A person reading a book  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    Adam pulls my shirt off in one swift motion, I’d left the lacy lingerie I bought with Brooke in my suitcase, it didn’t feel right to wear something like that tonight.  Adam is more than happy to find me naked beneath the shirt.  From the look in his eyes I don’t think he’d have even noticed sexy lingerie, he probably would have torn it off.  He tugs off my shorts and panties just as fast and I’m standing totally naked in front of him. 
 
    “God Jenna, damn...you’re gorgeous.”  
 
    I walk backwards to the bed holding my hand out to him.  He takes it and his eyes do another sweep of me.  I blush because I can’t stop how he makes me feel. Adam traces my cheeks with the backs of his fingers.   
 
    “Do you have any idea how sexy you are when you blush?”   
 
    I shake my head and he leans in, running his lips and teeth over my neck.  I flinch when he bites the soft area between my neck and shoulder.  He pushes me back onto the bed and stands in front of me.  I lick my lips when I look at the significant bulge in his trousers.   
 
    “You wanna help me out?” 
 
    I slide his pants down.  He isn’t wearing underwear.  My breath catches at the sight of him.  Jesus he’s big.  I look up at him and he winks.  I reach out and touch him and he hisses.  “Not yet,” he moves my hand and drops to his knees picking up one of my ankles, trailing his lips all the way up my leg, slowly until he gets to where I know he wants me.  “You ready?” 
 
    I breathe out the word on a long sigh, “Please.” 
 
    Adam laughs and softly blows on me making me flinch and my breath catch. “Lie down.” He throws my ankle up over his shoulder, then lifts the other leg and does the same, he splays one hand out over my pubic bone, lightly pulling then he lowers his head and his tongue darts out. 
 
    “I’ve been dying to taste you, Jenna.”   
 
    I writhe underneath him and grip his hair, raising my hips up to his mouth.  He goes up higher on his knees, slipping a finger inside me, he adds another and pushes in and out quickly, his tongue moving too.  That is all it takes for me to lose control and I squeeze my hands, gathering the sheets between my fingers, moaning hard.  It’s slightly embarrassing how quickly I went off but I guess that was what pent up desire could do for you.  Adam doesn’t seem in the slightest bit worried about my incredibly fast orgasm, he’s still gently lapping away at me, making little satisfied noises.  While I’m still coming down from it, Adam gets up on the bed and bodily lifts me, pulling me up towards the headboard and kneeling over me.  He dips his lips to my stomach and moves up slowly, kneading one breast in his large hand and latching on to the other with his mouth. 
 
    I can’t believe I’ve wasted so much time.  His hands and his mouth and his hard body are driving me crazy with desire. He flattens down on me, kissing my mouth and I wrap my legs around him, not wanting to lose any contact.   
 
    He makes my body ripple uncontrollably when he whispers in my ear what he’s going to do to make me come again, before straddling me and grabbing a condom out of the nightstand drawer.  I watch him tear it with his teeth then take it from him so I can slip it on, his eyes are dark watching me as I stroke him a few times.  He growls at me and it makes everything tighten with anticipation as he positions himself at my entrance. 
 
    “You want this?” he teases me. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I breathe. 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “Now, Adam.” If I could I’d stamp my foot.   
 
    He gives me a sexy grin as he pushes inside me, moving slowly at first until I shift my hips up to take him all the way in.  I watch him grit his teeth, fighting his own urges but after a few slow movements to get me used to him, he starts ramming into me, pulling almost all the way out before hitting back in as far as he can go.  I tip my head back, the bed is banging against the wall behind us and I thank god we’re here and not in my apartment where the wall backs up on to the neighbours, although part of me thinks that would make this whole thing hotter, knowing someone may be on the other side listening to us.  
 
    I hold his hips, running my hand over the firm smooth skin of his ass, feeling it contract as his muscles work thrusting harder and faster.  He’s so damn hot and so good at this, I can’t hold it anymore, he watches me, sees my eyes rolling, my body arching and pumps harder.   
 
    “Oh god,” I moan louder than I think I ever have before, pulsing over him as he comes too.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, Jenna.”     
 
    He continues moving lazily, sliding in and out raising my chin with his fingers to look at him, he kisses me softly, his tongue tracing my lips.  I’m floating in a world between awake and delirious when he whispers into my ear.  “That was just round one,” he bites my earlobe and kisses my neck, sucking it hard, as I open my eyes and look at him.   
 
    “Round one?” I mumble.  Is he serious?  But Jesus, I want to do that again. 
 
    “The first time was always gonna be fast and dirty cos I wanted you so fucking bad.  Now we’re gonna take it slow, and I’m gonna have you every way I can.”  He pulls out, discards the condom then takes a strip of them out of his drawer.  “We have all night, Slugger.  I told you,” he drops down beside me, propped up on one elbow, tracing my nipple with his finger.  “I’m gonna make you come till you can’t walk.” 
 
    “I think the horse already did that.” 
 
    “You came on the horse?” 
 
    I slap his arm, laughing at him.  “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do, I can barely walk myself, luckily what we’re doing here involves you on your back,” he pinches my nipple and I flinch at the mixture of just the right pain and pleasure. “Except for when you’re on your knees while I fuck you from behind.” 
 
    I swallow, my heart thumping at his words, I forget how to breathe. 
 
    “You’re in for a long night with me, Jenna.  I’ve waited too long not to make this the best night of your life.”  He is already stiffening, I can feel it against my thigh. “I don’t think I’m gonna be able to stop fucking you.  You’re perfect,” he tells me running his hands up and down me, his fingers finding me wet again. “And I see you still want it too,” he grins.  
 
    He rolls onto his back grabbing me, pulling me on top of him.  “Do the honours,” he holds up the condoms.  
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    I wake feeling like I’m floating on a cloud, I clench and all of a sudden I’m aware of him between my legs.  I don’t know how long he has been down there working on me, but I’m already on the verge of an orgasm.  He notices I’m awake. 
 
    “Morning,” he says, his voice all sexy and deep, then he dips his head back down. 
 
    “Oh god,” I manage. 
 
    “No, it’s just Adam,” he grins.  “I’ll answer to god too if that’s what you want to call me.”  
 
    I grab his hair and squeeze my thighs against his head.  He presses my legs back down, opening me wider, knowing it will heighten the sensation he is giving me.  I lost track of how many times we had sex last night.  I’ve never done anything like it before and although we didn’t use the whole strip of condoms we definitely put a dent in it. I remember eventually drifting off wrapped up in his arms, thinking Brooke will be so proud of me. 
 
    Waking to him going down on me is the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced.  He doesn’t stop until I’m a pulsating mess and even then he isn’t done, I don’t even notice him grab another condom before he slides slowly into me, kissing me.   
 
    “You need to quit your job, Jenna.  You’re never getting out of my bed.” 
 
    I can’t say anything that isn’t going to come out unintelligible so I just smile languidly at him.  After another mind-blowing orgasm and him moaning my name, he lies with his head on my chest, stroking my stomach.  I’m not likely to give up my job and never go home, but right now the thought of getting out of his bed feels foreign to me.  Not to mention I’m a little sore, Adam is passionate and focused in bed and he made me feel like I was the only woman in the world last night.  I hate thinking about the women who have come before me.   
 
    “What are we doing today?” I ask, twirling his hair in my fingers. 
 
    “Didn’t we just discuss this?  You’re not leaving this bed.” 
 
    “I have to eventually.” 
 
    “Don’t ruin it,” he nips at my breast with his teeth.  Then he props himself up on his elbow and looks down at me.  “Last night was amazing, Jenna.  I mean that.  I really have wanted that from the moment I laid eyes on you but it was so much better than I imagined.” 
 
    “It was,” I smile at him.  My stomach growls and breaks the moment.  
 
    He throws his head back and laughs.  “I better give you sustenance, you’ll need your strength.”  He rolls over and gets up, I can’t help but admire his body as he goes to the closet and grabs a pair of loose grey sweatpants and steps into them, they hang on his hips, showing off his defined abs.  He’s fit and his body is hard but he doesn’t have that chiselled six pack of the guys I see around the gym.  He’s definitely got a better body than the men I’ve slept with in the past, you can see he works out and pushes himself when he does. I love his shoulders, they’re so strong, and perfect to cling on to when he’s lost in the moment.  
 
    “You’re ogling,” he grins. 
 
    “I can’t help it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?”  I lick my lips and he tips his head back for a second before looking back at me.  “Sex maniac,” he laughs.   
 
    “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    He comes over, pulling the sheet over me.  “I’ll bring you up some breakfast,” he kisses my forehead and leaves.   
 
    I roll over onto my stomach smiling and look through the window.  A niggle starts to set into my stomach as I stare at seagulls floating on the wind.  The way I feel about this man just went from about sixty to ninety percent smitten in the space of one night.  He’s about to leave for a six week tour, with women throwing themselves at him, groupies trying to have sex with him, and, just being far away.  I don’t know how to deal with that and it’s worse now that we’ve been together.  I can’t imagine how hard it is going to be for me when he leaves.  I should be able to trust him.  I have got to know him over the last few weeks, spending time together in person, and I know what kind of man he is.  I remember him telling me a while ago that he trusted me, but he didn’t trust Kevin.  How am I supposed to ignore that women who go after famous people sometimes don’t take no for an answer?  Case in point was the woman claiming she was having his baby. How many magazine articles like that will I have to contend with once he’s away from me? Or worse stories?  Does he really need to stay loyal to me?  What is it we’re doing?  Is he my boyfriend or is this casual?  I know one thing for sure, before he goes, I need to know exactly what it is we’re doing here because I need to be prepared.   
 
    I sit up in the bed, keeping the sheet gathered around me and bite down on my thumb nail.  My stomach churns thinking about what it will be like when we meet up in London.  It’s one thing thinking and wondering about it but how would I cope if I met him there, went backstage and women were pawing all over him?  Or he was letting them. 
 
    “What are you worrying about?” he stood in the doorway with a tray.  I can smell the coffee from where I sit.  I look at him without speaking.  I don’t want him knowing what I’m thinking.  “You put that thumbnail between your teeth when you’re worried or nervous.” 
 
    “No I don’t,” I immediately take my hand away from my mouth. 
 
    “You forget I’ve spent every moment I’ve been with you watching all the little things you do, Jenna.”  He comes and sets the tray down on the bed.  He has fresh fruit, pastries, toast and coffee and my stomach growls again.  “What is it, love?” 
 
      My chest constricts when he says that.  He’s never called me that before.  I force a smile.  “Nothing, I promise.  I’m just thinking about how hard it will be going back home now I know you fuck like an animal.” 
 
    He laughs again but I can see he is still wondering about my thoughts.  “It will be hard,” he takes my hand.  “That’s why I was going to ask if you can stay a little longer.  I have work I need to do today and Bianca still has us tied up with some promotional things over the next few days.  I selfishly want to spend every second with you before I have to leave on the tour.” 
 
    I did actually take a full week off work so I don’t need to rush back on the flight I booked but I don’t want him thinking I’m desperate.  “I don’t know.  I’m pretty busy in work.” 
 
    He pouts.  “Please?  I’m not above begging, Jenna.  Plus I do have ways of making you stay, animalistic ones.” 
 
    “How can I argue with that?” 
 
    “Will you stay?” 
 
    “I need to check with Izzy,” I lie but I kind of like seeing him think I’m trying hard to decide what to do, when in reality, I am going to change my flight as soon as I’ve eaten. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’ll see.” 
 
    He kisses the tips of my fingers and passes me a mug of coffee.  He takes his and sits beside me.  “We have to do this feel good thing this morning, some photos and sound bites, you want to come?” 
 
    “Would that be allowed, I mean, would people not get pissed about me being there, or would I be seen and…” 
 
    “Why would anyone get pissed?  No one will take your picture.  We’ll make out you’re part of the entourage Bianca has following us around everywhere,” he rolls his eyes.  “In fact you just got hired as my personal assistant,” he wiggles his eyebrows suggestively.  “I’d really love you to come, if you’re comfortable with it?”   
 
    “I’ll only go if Bianca is okay with it.  She seems like she needs to be in charge.” 
 
    “I’ll handle her, she can’t exactly do it without me there.” 
 
    “Don’t get into trouble for me, Adam.  If it isn’t okay there is some work I can catch up on here while you’re busy.” 
 
    He pulls up his emails on his phone.  “I have a pre-tour meeting this morning, till about twelve, then…the Children’s Hospital to meet some sick kids,” he frowns.   
 
    “I can’t go to that,” I tell him. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry should have checked before I asked.  How about we have lunch before, we can meet at the record label?”  I’m much more comfortable with that.  So I agree.  “I’ll get a car to pick you up.”    He drinks his coffee and pops a couple of grapes into his mouth.  “I need a shower.  As much as I love the smell of you all over me, I don’t want to rub it in everyone’s face I got extremely dirty with a hot chick in my bed all night.” 
 
    It could be fun seeing where he creates his music.  I eat some toast then grab one of his t-shirts and slip it on.  Out on the balcony, I tip my head up to the sun.  It is really beautiful here, so completely different to home but my heart does and always will reside in New York.  I know he will be spending time there after the tour but his home is here.  I shake my head.  I don’t want to think about that right now. 
 
    Taking the tray with me, I go downstairs and grab my phone, then sit outside on a lounger by the pool.  Sipping the coffee, I call Brooke, knowing she is a few hours ahead of me and it should be nearing her lunch break, not that Brooke ever takes a break.  I just hope she isn’t in court.  Luckily, I catch her leaving court. 
 
    “So how is sunny California?  Better yet, how is Adam in bed?” 
 
    “Brooke!” I laugh.  “How do you know I’ve even done it with him?” 
 
    “Haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I roll my eyes. 
 
    “I want all the dirty little details.” 
 
    “No, but I will say it is fantastic and he went for most of the night.  I genuinely struggled to walk this morning.” 
 
    Brooke is laughing hysterically.  “I knew it.  And I bet it made it a hundred times better because of the way you two feel about each other.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I sit up, dropping my feet on either side of the lounger. 
 
    “Oh please, I saw how you looked at each other in McAllister’s.  The chemistry is off the charts, Jenna.  I’ve known you for years, seen you go through other guys.  Adam is different.  I know you feel it.  Christ, I could feel it from across the bar.  I’m so jealous, I’d love to find a guy who looks at me the way he looks at you.”   
 
    “Stop making more of it than there is.  It’s new.  We’re still getting to know each other.” 
 
    “You’re the one who said you’d known each other for months, just via text and phone.  You can build a relationship like that too.  You guys are hot together.  Why are you fighting this Jenna?” she asks suspiciously.   
 
    Christ, she could read me like no one else. “It’s complicated,” I glance behind me to check he isn’t standing there.   
 
    “Why?  Because he’s famous?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, like she’s crazy for not understanding that. 
 
    “Stop making excuses, what is this really about?” 
 
    I blow out a breath.  I don’t want to admit to myself, let alone her, she’s right; I spend all my time thinking about him.  Or that I may be falling for him. 
 
    “We live completely different lives,” I say quietly. 
 
    “I don’t buy that as a reason to outweigh the good of this relationship.” 
 
    “How can you say that?  We live on opposite sides of the country, he’s leaving for six weeks.” 
 
    “All good excuses to deny what you want, Jenna.” 
 
    “What exactly do you want to happen, Brooke?” 
 
    “I want you to marry him and make beautiful rock babies.” 
 
    “Don’t get carried away or anything,” I say drolly.   
 
    “You’re young, beautiful and are living something millions of women would give their left tit for, Jenna.  Don’t worry about the cons of the situation.  Focus on the pros and just enjoy it.  Live for the moment.” 
 
    Easier said than done.  If I fall, I fall hard and I doubt myself all the time.  I’ve had my heart broken too many times, I’m scared to give it away again. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear any more about the negative stuff in your imagination, tell me what you’ve been doing before I get back to work and my own boring life.  What is the rest of the band like?  The drummer is dreamy, is he single?” 
 
    I notice Adam in the kitchen, he spots me and waves and I give him a smile.  I tell Brooke I’ll call her later and she gets pissy with me for leaving her hanging, so I tell her he’s just walked out naked and I need to go, just to get her off my back. 
 
    “Damn girl, go let him break you in half.” 
 
    She hangs up laughing.  I look back at Adam, he’s reading something on his phone and drinking his coffee.  Can I really let go of my hang ups and live for the moment?  Coming here was impulsive, so that is a start.  I’m just really scared of something going wrong and ruining this.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
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    When she walks into the room and sits down across the conference table from me, I wonder if I’m dreaming.  What the fuck is she doing here in a meeting about my upcoming European tour?  Archer isn’t here yet so I can’t ask if he knows what the hell is going on.   
 
    Erica shouldn’t be here.  She has taken the seat directly opposite me so there really is no hiding from her.  But I do. I glare, then get up and walk out.  I’m acting like a child but I’ve already been thrown by her sudden appearance, which was at a party, this is my work, my life.   
 
    I find Bianca talking with her assistant and rudely interrupt them.  “A word,” I say getting in her face. 
 
    “Aidan, we are late for the meeting.” 
 
    “I don’t care.  I want to talk to you, now.” 
 
    “Is this about Erica?”  My jaw tenses and she heaves out a heavy breath.  “Fine,” she dismisses her assistant and we go into an empty recording room behind her. 
 
    “What the fuck is she doing here, Bianca?” 
 
    “We need a voice coach.” 
 
    “I don’t need a voice coach.” 
 
    “You might, throughout the tour you don’t know what will happen, plus the opening acts and backing singers may require one.” 
 
    “So where is Brady?”  He is our usual voice coach.   
 
    “His wife is due to have her baby in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    I run a hand through my hair and turn away from her.  “There are literally hundreds of voice coaches in this town.  Why her?” 
 
    “Because she is good and she is back in LA.  We worked with her for years, Aidan, I really don’t see the problem. Just because you had a relationship with her at one point, you can put that aside for the good of the band, surely.” 
 
    “For the good of the band?” My blood pressure is spiking.  “Put it aside?  Jesus fucking Christ,” I whirl around so I’m not looking at her because I’m worried what I might say if she keeps looking at me the way she is.  “I don’t want her on the tour.” 
 
    “That isn’t your decision.” 
 
    “The hell it isn’t.” 
 
    “What are you going to do Aidan, throw a tantrum and lose her a job, or walk away from the tour?” 
 
    “Don’t be fucking ridiculous.” 
 
    “You’re the one being ridiculous.  She has worked with us before, she’s one of the best in the field, and we are down a voice coach.  You can act like a baby, throw a hissy fit, or you can grow the hell up and work with her.  I know you had a thing but that is history and you should be professional enough to move on and do your job.” 
 
    My fists clench, my nails digging into my palms.   
 
    “Now, are we going to this meeting to sort out the tour you’re heading on in five days, or are we going to stand out here bitching about something you’re never going to change?” 
 
    I don’t answer, just walk back to the meeting room.  Arch has his back to me but I see Nick’s eyes come up and he raises his brows, silently asking what the fuck?  I just shake my head and go to a seat at the far end of the table from where Erica is.  She looks my way but then focuses on the meeting.  It’s a shame I can’t.  I miss most of what is said.  Bianca will send over a detailed itinerary and no one is gonna leave without me, I’m sure someone will fill me in.  I could care less about what is being discussed right now.  
 
    I only come awake when I hear them talking about the three buses we will be travelling on and who will be where.  They pass out a list and I scan it.  Erica and another person has been put on our bus.   
 
    “I want the band on one bus. Alone.” 
 
    Bianca’s head comes up.  “Aidan, that isn’t a good use of space.” 
 
    “Then get another bus.” 
 
    Bianca scowls at me.  Erica is looking at the piece of paper in front of her.  “Aidan, this is all planned out-” 
 
    “B, re-work it,” Arch tells her.  “We need to work on the music with Dex.  It’s gonna be hard enough as it is for him picking up for Jordan, so let’s just have the band together so we can focus.” 
 
    I catch his eye, grateful for him being on my side.  Nobody knows better than these three how hard it was for me when Erica screwed me over and they will always have my back. 
 
    “I agree,” Nick speaks up.  “We need to gel with the new guy.  It’s better if it’s just us.” 
 
    Most people around this table are aware of my history with Erica. One look at her face and I see this discussion hurt her.  In coming to my irrational aid, the whole band basically just made her feel like she isn’t welcome.  I suddenly feel like a total asshole. 
 
    “Fine,” Bianca looks pointedly at me.  “Alicia,” she speaks to her assistant but never takes her eyes off me.  “Go back over the plan.  May we continue now Mr Gass?” 
 
    I nod my head but don’t make eye contact with anyone.  As the meeting continues I feel more like the biggest prick to walk the earth.  It isn’t Erica’s fault.  And to be fair, she did try to talk to me, probably to let me know she’d been taken on as the voice coach.  I’d been too caught up in ignoring her for my own stupid reasons to behave like an adult.  It probably took a lot for her to take the job, knowing how things ended for us. And I’d just made a fool out of her.  I should fix this.   
 
    As the meeting wraps up and people start to leave I look over at Erica as she grabs her purse.  I raise my chin and she pauses.  I mouth ‘you got five’ She looks at her hands, takes a breath then nods.  We walk out of the room, people dispersing back to offices or out to the parking lot.  I text Arch to let him know I’d catch him later and see him look over with raised brows.  I walk to Erica and put my hands in my pockets.   
 
    She shakes her head and huffs out an embarrassed laugh.  “I didn’t mean to cause a fuss.” 
 
    “I was an asshole,” I tell her.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I get it.  Things didn’t end well for us.”  Her shoulders hunch slightly. 
 
    “Yeah, it was a long time ago, forget it,” I tell her.   
 
    She raises her eyes to me and I see a lot in them.  We had two whole years of feeling on top of the world, the laughter, the love, the sex, we had a lot of good times and despite the pain, I can’t forget I loved her back then.  It all comes back to me in a rush.  She is still beautiful, with her auburn hair and hazel eyes.  She looks a little thinner than she was but it suits her, she looks more elegant and not like the California girl I knew.  She looks like someone who has spent three years in Paris.  With another man. 
 
    I take a step away from her.  “Listen, I’ll try to tone down being a full-on prick, I just wanted to say it’s good to see you and I’m glad you’re, you know, uh stepping in for Brady.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she says.   
 
    Our eyes hold for a few seconds.  Then I shake my head, run my hand through my hair and glance away.  Jenna is standing by the door looking over at us.  I take another step back from Erica, who notices my sudden movement and turns her head to Jenna too.  I raise my hand in a wave and she smiles at me.   
 
    “I’ll see you in Berlin,” I say.   
 
    “Yeah, see you there.” 
 
    I walk hurriedly away from her.  I don’t know why I feel like I’ve done something wrong. I smile as I reach Jenna. 
 
    “Everything okay?” she asks. 
 
    “It is now you’re here,” I lean down and kiss her.  She smiles up at me.  “There is a coffee shop just across this courtyard.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    I take her hand and walk to the door.  As we cross over to the coffee shop, Jenna looks at me.  “That was the girl from the party?” 
 
    “Who?  Oh yeah, that’s Erica.” 
 
    “Does she work for the label?” 
 
    I look at her, there is nothing suspicious in her tone, she’s just asking.  “She’s the voice coach, she’ll be on the tour with us.”  I don’t see the point in explaining our history, it’s over and I don’t want to do anything to worry Jenna.   
 
    “You need a voice coach?  I thought you knew how to sing,” she elbows me.   
 
    I wrap my arm around her waist and smile.  “She doesn’t teach us how to sing, dopey.  She helps us if we strain our voices, shows us how to hold ourselves to alleviate any stress on the vocal chords, throat exercises to keep things ship shape.” 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t even know that was a thing.” 
 
    “I doubt I’ll need her.  But she’s there if anyone has issues, the other bands or backing singers.  Last thing we need is singers with no voices.” 
 
    “That would be pretty bad for business,” she agrees.   
 
    I open the door to the coffee shop and we go inside.  It’s owned by the record label and not open to the public, I know we’re safe in here, so I lean down and kiss her.  “I missed you.” 
 
    “It’s been three hours, Adam.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “Needy much?” 
 
    “Only for you,” I kiss her again.  With just a few words and hearing her calling me Adam, I’m back where I need to be.  I made a dick of myself in there but Erica seems okay about it, even though it was a stupid childish scene, Bianca will sort out the arrangements. As much as I realise my mistake, I’m not backing down on that.   
 
    “Well, I actually made good use of my three hours,” she says as we go to a table.  “I caught up with some work, finalised our London stop,” she winks at me.  “And I went out and got some groceries.” 
 
    “I needed groceries?” 
 
    “You didn’t have what I need.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I showed you last night and this morning I have what you need.” 
 
    “Adam,” she scolds me but there is a twinkle in her eye.  “I’m going to cook you dinner and I needed ingredients.” 
 
    “You’re going to cook for me?” I reach over the table and take her hand.  “Really?” 
 
    “Don’t look so surprised, I can cook.” 
 
    “Will you wear one of those little aprons?” 
 
    “No, why?”  
 
    “Cos I want to watch you cook for me wearing nothing but an apron.” 
 
    “Oh god, what have I released letting you in my pants.” 
 
    I laugh at her comment, she’s so cute.  “I’m looking forward to it, love.” 
 
    After lunch and coffee, I walk Jenna back over to the main building to meet up with the others. I call the car service to pick her up. Arch kisses Jenna on the cheek in greeting again. And again I glare at him.  She notices this time and laughs at me.  I introduce her to Dex, the newest member of the band for the duration of the tour. 
 
    She leans towards me.  “I need to use the ladies room before I go, too much coffee.” 
 
    “Sure, it’s just down that hallway, second door on the left.” 
 
    She goes up on her toes and kisses me.  I watch her walking away.   
 
    “Bianca wants to string you up by your balls,” Nick laughs shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for going along with it.  I know I was a dick.  I apologised to Erica.” 
 
    “So she’s still coming on the tour?”   
 
    “Of course,” I frown.  “I’m not gonna lose her the job. I just didn’t want to be on the same bus.”  I move out of the way as two women go past us to get to the ladies room.  Arch is checking out their asses as they go by.  “That’s Bianca’s niece,” I warn him.  “She’ll string you up by your balls too if she catches you looking.” 
 
    “Hey, it was a nice ass.” 
 
    “I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Speaking of nice asses, you and Jenna seem to be getting cosy.” 
 
    I point my finger in his face.  “Watch your mouth, and what is with all this fucking kissing her whenever you see her shit?”  Dex and Nick are laughing next to me.  “What?” 
 
    “She’s hot,” Dex says matter of fact.  “Who wouldn’t want to kiss her?” 
 
    “No one is kissing her, especially not one of you fuckers,” I snarl.   
 
    “I don’t know Ad, she seems to like it when I lay one on her.” 
 
    “Cut that shit or I’ll break your fucking arm.” 
 
    They’re all still laughing when Jenna comes back from the bathroom.  I smile over at her despite wanting to rip someone’s head off.  She looks pale.  “Hey, you okay?” I ask her. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.  Sorry, I’m tired after…” she glances at the others, they’re pretending not to listen.  I take her arm and lead her away from them, giving them the middle finger behind us.  “We didn’t get much sleep,” she says. 
 
    “Nope, we didn’t.  You better nap this afternoon cos I plan on keeping you up tonight too.”  She smiles but she isn’t looking at me.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Sorry, yeah, I’m fine.  I hope the visit to the hospital goes okay.” 
 
    I nod and pull her into me.  “Text me when you get home.”  She nods.  “I’m looking forward to dinner.  I shouldn’t be any later than five.”  I lower my head to kiss her.  “Listen to us sounding all domesticated,” I laugh. 
 
    She rolls her eyes.  I get a text to let me know the car is here and walk her out.  She shouts goodbye to the others.  I see her to the car and she hugs me before getting in.  I watch the car as it drives away.  I hope she isn’t getting sick.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
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    I still feel sick.  All I can hear in my head are re-runs of what those women were saying. I was still in the stall when they came in, didn’t think anything of it until I heard them talking about Adam, well Aidan. 
 
    “He totally flipped out, he demanded they move her off his bus.” 
 
    “Over one woman?” 
 
    “Yeah but it was Erica James.” 
 
    “Ohhh, was that the one he dated for a while.” 
 
    “Dated?  They were like the golden couple, Louise.  You could barely separate them.  I remember how jealous everyone was she snagged him. They lived together too.” 
 
    My stomach was in knots, I wanted to get up and walk out but I couldn’t.  He lived with that woman?  They were together?  He lied to me. I asked him who she was and he never thought to mention they had been in a relationship?  Why would he lie to me like that, then be so attentive to me?  Was it because he didn’t want me to get suspicious?   
 
    “Well, he was way too angry so I’m fairly sure it meant something is gonna happen.  I bet you anything they get together spending all that time on tour.  You can’t be that mad and not have feelings for someone.” 
 
    “Lucky bitch.” 
 
    The two of them finished what they were doing and left.  I couldn’t bring myself to get up.  My stomach was in knots.  I was stupid to think what we had could ever come to anything.  I wasn’t a part of this world.  And I wouldn’t be around him for the next six weeks.  He’d be around her.  
 
    I managed to walk out of the bathroom with my head held high but when I saw him my heart hurt.  I didn’t just care about this guy.  I was totally falling for him. And I’m going to end up with a broken heart.  As he talked to me, kissed me and made jokes about us being domesticated, all I could think about was him and her and being forgotten about once he left.   
 
    In the car on the way back to his house I remember I’ve not had chance to change my plane ticket yet. I’m still booked on my original flight.  I can make something up, tell him I need to get back for work.  I can’t bring myself to ask him why he lied.  I don’t need any explanations from him.  It will probably be best for both of us if this just ends.   
 
    The house feels so empty when I get back there.  I miss my apartment, I miss my friends.  I contemplate calling Brooke but she will only tell me to confront him and I don’t want to do that. All the fears I’ve had since the moment I found out who he is have come to the surface.  I just need to get through today and tomorrow and I can go home. 
 
    I look at the things I bought to cook him dinner.  I don’t want to play act anymore.  I have a headache now, I’m tired, I don’t feel good, the last thing I want to do is cook.  I search Erica James on my phone and her pictures fill the screen.  I thought she was attractive when I saw her this morning but in these pictures she looks like a Goddess.  She has long flowing auburn hair, legs that go on for miles and a beautifully sculpted face.  As I scroll I see a picture of them together and my heart clutches.  I click it and it goes to a website talking about the fairy tale relationship between the singer and his voice coach.  I don’t know how I didn’t come across all this when I first searched for him. 
 
    I torture myself clicking through more stories, reading all about them, seeing pictures of them.  When I come to one of them kissing, I shut down the search and slam my phone down.  My anger is overriding the sadness.  What a fucking idiot I am. Believing I can have him, believing I can compete with someone like her.  Thinking back on when I arrived to meet him, they were stood together, he was smiling at her and the way she was looking at him.  It didn’t matter if I believed I could trust Adam, I couldn’t trust her.  I know what she feels when she looks at him because that is the way I look at him. 
 
    Upstairs, I go into the guest room I slept in the first night and lie down.  When my eyes close, I think of last night, of what we did.  And Keira’s words keep coming back to me.  I desperately want for us to work but I don’t think we can.  So I cry.  Like a fool.  I should be stronger than this, I’ve got myself through so much, I don’t need anyone else to define me, to prove my self-worth.  My heart hurts, he didn’t tell me.  He lied. 
 
    When I wake up it’s going dark and Adam is sitting on the bed, his hand on my back, looking worried.  “Hey, how are you feeling?” 
 
    I lick my dry lips and look out of the window, seeing the sun lowering.  “What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s almost seven, things ran over. I tried to call but you didn’t answer.  Are you sick?” 
 
    “Sorry my phone was on silent.  I have a migraine.”  
 
    “I nearly had someone come over to check on you.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to worry you.” 
 
    “Don’t apologise, I wish you’d let me know, I would have come home.” He touches my face, brushing hair behind my ear.  I close my eyes because I don’t want to see the look of concern on his face.  “Do you need any tablets?  Have you eaten?” 
 
    “I think I just need to lie here a little while longer.” 
 
    “Okay,” he leans down and kisses me.  “Can you move to my room?” he asks quietly.  “I want to be able to look after you.” 
 
    I nod.  He helps me up and into his room.  “Maybe a bath will help?” he suggests.   
 
    “Okay, thank you.” 
 
    About ten minutes later he comes back and helps me up.  I walk into the bathroom to the huge sunken bathtub full of bubbles.  I smile at him and he starts to undress.  I raise my eyebrows.   
 
    “Mind if I join you?  I can massage you.” 
 
    “Is that code for something else?” 
 
    “No,” he laughs.  “I told you, I want to take care of you.”  
 
    We get into the bath, he sits behind me and pulls me back against him.  I lay in his arms, my head resting back against his chest and he massages my temples.  It feels really nice.  I keep my eyes closed as he picks up a sponge and starts washing me.  He makes me feel safe and cared for but I can’t stop seeing the image of him kissing her.   
 
    After he helps me out and dries me off, he goes to make me something to eat after putting the TV on for me.  I’m not really hungry but I eat the soup.   
 
    “I don’t have any work stuff tomorrow,” he says, getting into bed next to me after taking the tray of food away.  “You have me all to yourself.” 
 
    He says he needs to do some work tonight so he’s definitely free of anything tomorrow and shuts off the lamp on my side of the bed.  I watch him, concentrating on his phone as he goes through his diary and answers some emails.  When he is done he shuffles closer so I’m lying with my head on his chest and he trails his fingers over my arms.  He doesn’t try anything, he just holds me and eventually I drift off.   
 
    When I wake in the morning I watch him sleeping.  He looks peaceful and younger in sleep.  His hair falling over his forehead and his lips parted slightly.  He really is a beautiful man.  The sheet is twisted around his thighs but I can see the rest of him. His body is gorgeous, and my eyes follow the length of his chest and stomach down to the V in his hips, I gasp when I see he’s hard.  Jesus, boys really can do that at the drop of a hat.  Even in sleep. 
 
    “Morning,” he startles me.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better,” I smile.   
 
    “Good, I was worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Come here,” he pulls me down onto him, hooking my leg over him so I’m lying flat on top of him.  I can feel his erection pressing against my stomach.  “I don’t like seeing you sick.  We can have an easy day today, I don’t need to be anywhere.” 
 
    All I can do is smile.  As sad as I feel, I can’t deny what he does to my body.  When he kisses me and rolls me so he is pressed against my side, I let him.  He trails his hand down between my legs, he groans when he feels how wet I am.     
 
    It’s nothing like the other night, he is slow and his kisses soft but he still takes control of my mouth.  I wrap my arms around his back as he moves slowly, kissing me and smiling at me when our lips part, gently stroking in and out.    
 
    “God you feel so good, Jenna,” he whispers.  “I could do this all day with you.” 
 
    I tuck my face into his shoulder, he cups the back of my head holding me close to him.  I feel the familiar pull in my lower stomach, down into where he is moving against me.  He lowers my head back and looks into my eyes. 
 
    “I want to watch you come, baby.  Look at me.” 
 
    It’s so intense I gasp hard as he maintains the slow movements, riding me through it, before he releases into me with a groan.  He drops but keeps his weight from crushing me. 
 
    “That was so good,” he kisses my ear and my neck.  “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    I squeeze my arms around him, holding him tight. 
 
    He laughs.  “You can let me go,” he kisses my mouth.  “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “You are,” I say it before I can stop myself.  He looks down at me.   
 
    “Not yet, and it will only be for a little while.  Just because we are apart for a few weeks doesn’t mean I’m going anywhere.” 
 
    If only I could believe that. 
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    We have a lazy day around the house, I finally cook the meal I promised and he says it’s the best thing he’s ever tasted.  I’m sure he is exaggerating. We take a long walk hand in hand on the beach.  He is attentive and keeps touching me and kissing me and making sure I’m okay.  It’s weakening my resolve.  How can a man go from this to getting back with his ex?  I’m not being fair to him, I’m not trusting him, but I’m still so scared of what might happen in those six weeks.  He is playful in the pool again but the look in his eyes turns to lust when he is touching me and we make love in the pool.  I wonder if he did that with her. 
 
    Stop it. 
 
    While he is showering I get a call from Brooke. 
 
    “I’m looking at you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “On a gossip website.” 
 
    My hand rushes to my face.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Someone got a picture of the two of you.  Holding hands somewhere, looking at each other like you are about to tear each other’s clothes off,” she giggles.  “They’re saying ‘who’s the mystery woman while another woman is pregnant with his kid?” 
 
    “Oh god,” I lean back against the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I don’t think people will be able to recognise you, I obviously know it’s you because I know you’re dating him.” 
 
    My breathing gets ragged.  I need to see this.  I tell her I’ll call her later and then get the website for the magazine up.  It’s us, outside that coffee shop yesterday.  Adam told me that place was safe.  There are two pictures, my face is mostly obscured in them but we are holding hands in one and clearly kissing in the other.  I curse and lower the phone.  I don’t want this.  I don’t want people recognising me, invading my privacy and accusing me of being the other woman to someone who is lying about her relationship with Adam.  
 
    I search again and find more sites with the pictures on, people guessing who I am.  This isn’t me, this isn’t what I want.  I start panicking the more I see my picture.  Adam walks in with a smile but it drops as soon as he sees my face. 
 
    “My picture is in the news.” 
 
    “What?” he frowns. 
 
    I tell him about it and pull up the site.  He curses, turning away. “I’ll fix this.”  He walks away dialling someone on his phone.  After a few minutes I hear his voice getting louder, he’s not happy with whoever is on the other end.  I step inside and look at him. 
 
    “I don’t care what it costs, I want those pictures pulled.  It’s not important who she is. It’s more than that. Yes, she’s my girl but I’m not having her privacy invaded. No, I’m not letting you use her like that.  I want them pulled.  And find out how someone who works there got these pictures.  The website can tell you who sold them to them. I don’t care what they say, find out who it was. Yes. Fix it. Now.” 
 
    His girl?   
 
    I look down at my feet.  He comes over and puts a hand on my shoulder.  “We’re gonna get the pictures off the website and kill the story.  I’m sorry, Jenna.  That must have been a shock.  I knew it might happen but not like this.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  I appreciate what you’re doing.  Will they listen?” 
 
    “I’ll make sure they do,” he runs a hand through his hair.   
 
    “What did you mean I’m not being used like that?” 
 
    He pauses, drags a hand down his face. “Hannah, our publicist thinks having a positive story about you and I will take some of the heat off us with these other stories.”  My face must go white because he looks concerned.  “I told her no.  I won’t use you, Jenna. I’d never do that.”  I look at the floor, bite my thumb nail.  “I promise I’ll take care of this,” his fingertips touch my chin and lift my face.  He takes my thumb from my mouth and kisses it.  “Do you believe me?” 
 
    I nod slowly.   I do, I heard how angry he was on the phone.  My phone rings in my hand.  It’s Izzy.  I tell him I need to take the call.  He looks upset about the interruption and my non answer but puts his hands in his pockets and nods.  I walk outside and answer the call. 
 
    “Hey Iz,” I say as I walk to the balcony and look at the steps down to the beach.  I can feel Adam watching me. 
 
    “How are you, doll?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Very convincing.”  I roll my eyes.  “I saw you on the internet this morning, Ada called to tell me, all excited.” 
 
    “Yeah, some asshole took our picture yesterday.  Adam is trying to fix it.” 
 
    “Well, it was bound to happen eventually sweetheart. You’re dating a celebrity.” 
 
    I walk down the steps and open the gate out onto the beach, stopping to take off my shoes and leave them on the steps.  I walk slowly to the water.   
 
    “Talk to me, Jenna.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how to deal with all the attention Iz.” 
 
    “I’m going to presume as you are still there he did not get someone pregnant?”  I tell her it’s not true. “And you are dating, so technically the news today is true,” she laughs. 
 
    “Not funny.” 
 
    “You have to accept it if you want to be with him.  Do you want to be with him?” 
 
    I sit on the sand and stare out at the ocean.  This is so different to what I’m used to, to what my life is.  I like my life, this is such a drastic change.  I tell her that.  Then I tell her about the ex-girlfriend and how he omitted to tell me about her when I asked who she was. 
 
    “Well, have you asked him about it?” 
 
    “What?  No.” I’m horrified at the thought. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Well…Because…” 
 
    “For someone who is usually so articulate and doesn’t take shit from anyone messing around with her, that is a piss poor response.  And doll, he isn’t messing around with you.  Perhaps he omitted to tell you so he didn’t hurt your feelings.  He has to be hyper aware of how his life can affect you.” 
 
    “He knows hiding stuff from me doesn’t end well, Iz,” I say angrily. 
 
    “There she is…So what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I was thinking about coming home.” 
 
    “And just like that she’s gone again.  You’re going to run away?” her voice takes on an angrier tone that surprises me. 
 
    “It’s not running away, you need me. I have work to do for Elle’s tour.” 
 
    “Nonsense, Tina has been working on that.  She got your change to the schedule for London by the way.  Does that have anything to do with Adam?”  I begrudgingly tell her it does.  “So you’re changing our authors tour dates so you can be with him.  Tell me, does that sound like someone who wants to run away?” 
 
    I hug my knees to my chest.  She’s right.   
 
    “I’m going to tell you a story, Jenna.  It happened a long time ago.  When I first met Ada I was new to this lesbian thing,” she chuckles.  “Ada was so confident in her sexuality, she’d been open about it for years.  I was afraid to tell anyone.  She was this vibrant, funny, well liked, beautiful girl and she picked me.  She was more experienced than me and it scared the hell out of me.  There were times when I felt insecure, I would worry over every little thing, every time someone talked to her when we were out or she told me she was having coffee with someone.  I convinced myself she was only with me because I was fresh meat,” she barks out a laugh and I laugh too.  “One of her exes came back on the scene.  She assured me it was over but they were still friends.  How could she still be friends with an ex?  I was so afraid of losing her I told her I didn’t want to see her anymore.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.  I dumped her ass and she was furious with me.  Furious and then upset and then disappointed in me. I walked away from the love of my life because I was afraid I wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    “But it worked out, Iz, you two are still together.” 
 
    “Seven years passed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yes.  I stayed away from her for seven years. I was desolate, scared and I knew I couldn’t take it back.  She would never forgive me or want me. It was gut-wrenching being apart from her. I was with other people, even lived with someone for a couple of years but she was always in the back of my mind.  I threw everything into my work, which we should be grateful for because our company is one of the best things in my life,” she laughs again. 
 
    “How did you end up back together?” 
 
    “I bumped into her at a function.  She was there with a woman and my jealousy went through the roof.  But I was also heartbroken.  She saw me, and the way she looked at me brought back all the memories.  I ran out of there because I couldn’t stand to see her with someone else.  She came after me.  She told me she missed me, the woman she was with was her cousin.  We went for coffee, we talked, we realised what we had was special and we got back together, but we lost seven whole years, Jenna.  Seven years that we could have been happy.  And now…” she trailed off. 
 
    “Oh God Iz,” I wipe a tear from my eye.  I can’t believe this happened to her and Ada, they were so in love, so happy.  It seems alien they went through this. 
 
    “I’m afraid of losing her to this illness I keep thinking about those years we were apart.” 
 
    “But you’re together now and she is going to be okay, Iz,” I say softly. 
 
    “Yes we are, and we’re very happy but I regret every day walking away from her.”   
 
    “It’s not the same thing.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    I glance back at the house behind me.  I don’t see Adam but I’m sure he is wondering what is going on with me. 
 
    “I never asked her about her ex and it caused this rift that took my soul mate from me.  I’m not saying Adam is your soul mate, doll but what if he is?  What if you come back here and drift apart and always wonder?  I don’t want that for you Jenna. It broke my heart I wasted all that time.  All you need to do is be the Jenna I know, the one who takes no shit, who goes around punching men who hurt her.  Ask him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I want you to hang up this phone, go to wherever he is right now and say tell me about your ex-girlfriend and why you thought you had to keep it from me.” 
 
    “It isn’t that easy.” 
 
    “Piss off Jenna, it is that easy.  Don’t make me come out there and kick your ass.  Seize the day woman.  Does he make you happy?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Is the sex good?” 
 
    “Iz,” I cry out.  She laughs.  “Don’t ask me stuff like that.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.  I’m confident you will be able to read him whatever his answer is.  If he is an asshole you’ll know and I’ll expect you back.  But what if he isn’t?  I want a full report by the end of the day and I expect Tina will be doing a little more work over the next couple of days.  Go.  Talk to him.  I’ll speak to you soon, doll.”  She hangs up on me.   
 
    I drop the phone to the sand between my feet.  I can’t believe what happened between her and Ada.  It’s insane, they are two of the most in love people I’d ever come across.  She makes a lot of sense and is right, since I got here I have lost something of myself.  If it was anyone else I wouldn’t stand for this.  I’d want to know why he didn’t tell me about her.   
 
    “Jenna?” I look up to Adam behind me.  “You’ve been out here a while. Everything okay?” 
 
    I pat the sand.  He sits down next to me.  I face the situation and his eyebrows shoot up when I speak.  “I know about Erica.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
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    My heart jumps into my throat.  Shit, my mind darts everywhere, who told her?  I’m gonna kill someone.  Oh fuck what must she be thinking? I should have told her myself.  She looks pissed.  Fuck. 
 
    “Don’t have a heart attack, Adam,” she frowns at me.  “Seriously, are you spazzing out?” 
 
    “No,” I clear my throat.  What the fuck was I supposed to say.  She shakes her head at me and looks out onto the water.  “What exactly do you know?” 
 
    “Everything,” she says, her arms wrap around her legs.  Who the hell was she on the phone too?  I’m going to have to kick someone’s ass for this. 
 
    “When I was in the bathroom yesterday, two women came in and I overheard them talking about how you threw a fit at the meeting about her being on the tour, then they talked about how you were the Golden couple and you lived together.” 
 
    Shit, shit, shit.  I can’t think of anything to say.  I’ve got nothing to hide, not now at least, but I had the opportunity to tell her yesterday and I didn’t. 
 
    “I know you said don’t Google you, but I came across some stuff about the two of you.” 
 
    “It was over three years ago, Jenna.” 
 
    “I know,” she finally looks at me.  “I’m not mad about you having a relationship with someone, Adam.  We both have a past and as much as I’ve struggled with yours, I can accept that there have been other women.  Lots of women,” she gives me a sideways glance.   
 
    “I never lied about that, Jenna.” 
 
    “But you were in love with this one.  You lived together and when I asked you about her yesterday you didn’t tell me.  I had to come back here alone, knowing she was there with you, having heard those women say the likelihood of you getting back with her on the tour was pretty much a given.” 
 
    My pulse throbs.  I’m so fucking angry.  Who the hell were those bitches?  I remember seeing Bianca’s niece heading down towards the bathroom yesterday.  She saw my reaction when I confronted Bianca before the meeting, and she was there in the meeting.   
 
    “That isn’t gonna happen Jenna.  I have no intention of getting back with her.  I don’t love her and haven’t since we split.  I didn’t want to hurt you by telling you about her.” 
 
    She lowers her eyes.  I suddenly realise how sick she was yesterday and that it had to do with hearing second hand about Erica.  Fucking hell.  I did that. “I should have told you.” 
 
    “Damn right you should have told me,” she scowls.  “I sat here yesterday like a fucking lovesick teenager worrying about it, feeling used and scared and wanting to go home and that makes me angry, Adam.  I don’t like feeling like that, it’s not who I am.  Do I need to remind you what I do to guys who hurt and piss me off?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” I shake my head and my lip twitches a little.  She’s looking right at me and I definitely should not be smiling right now.  I’m expecting her to blow her lid on me but she doesn’t, she goes quiet and now I’m not sure if that is worse than her being angry and shouting at me.  “We were together for two years,” I need to be honest.  “She got a job overseas and we tried to do long distance, it didn’t work.  I saw her once after she left, I flew to Paris to see her and thought everything was fine.  Then I found out she was seeing someone else.  She didn’t have the guts to tell me in person, she broke up with me by a text.” 
 
    Jenna looks at me and I can see the softness in her eyes, hearing how Erica treated me.   
 
    “I won’t lie, Jenna, it fucked me up for a while. I did some stupid shit after, some of the stuff you’ve read about me.  But I don’t have feelings for her.  I reacted like a fucking idiot yesterday, wanting her off the tour but it was just the shock of seeing her again.” 
 
    She contemplates in silence what I just told her.  I lean back on my hands and stretch my legs out looking at the ocean.  “Is she off the tour?” she asks. 
 
    I blow out a breath.  “No, I backed down from behaving like a two-year-old.  She’s still coming with us but it doesn’t mean anything.  I will only ever be around her if anything happens with my voice and that hasn’t happened in years.  I take care of myself.” 
 
    There is a prolonged period of silence before she speaks again. I hold my tongue because I can see she is working it all through.  “I never changed my flight,” she says.   
 
    My heart drops.  Shit, I do not want her to leave.   
 
    “You know this situation is hard for me.  I’m still trying to figure out what I feel for you.  I know there is something there, Adam,” she looks at me and my heart lifts just a fraction.  “But I can’t do it if you don’t tell me things.  The past is the past, that’s fine,” she waves her hand.  “I don’t care about that.  But when your past collides with the present and it’s serious, like a woman you once loved, then I need to be able to trust you to tell me about it.” 
 
    “I know,” I say.  “I’m sorry, I was a dick…So you have feelings for me?” 
 
    “Out of everything I just said, that is what you took from it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grin.  I want to do what I can to stop her leaving, to make her realise Erica doesn’t mean a damn thing to me, because she doesn’t. Knowing Jenna has feelings for me, enough that this has really made her think about running or staying, I can’t stop thinking about how much I want her to stay. Or what I feel for her.  “I care about you too and it’s hard knowing I hurt you yesterday, that you were sick and it was my fault.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sick,” she bites her bottom lip. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was just saying that cos I didn’t want to talk to you.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows.  “You’re a pretty good actress, Jenna.” 
 
    “Yeah well, actions by omission seem to be something we’re both good at.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.”  She looks at me, her eyes moving back and forth over mine, she’s trying to read me, to see if I mean it.  I do mean it, of course I do.  “Are you going to go back to New York?  I don’t want you to leave.” 
 
    “Eventually I have to,” she tilts her head back and looks up at the sky. 
 
    “But not tomorrow?” I ask hopefully.   
 
    “You have my boss to thank,” she blows out a breath.  “She convinced me to stay a few more days.” 
 
    “I think I love her.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she mutters, shaking her head.  “No more thinking you’re protecting me, worrying what I’m thinking or how I’ll react.  I don’t like being babied, Adam.” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t baby you or omit anything again,” I lean closer to her.   
 
    “I’m serious, if you have to think, is this going to upset or piss off Jenna, then it means it is something you should tell me.  Explain to me.” 
 
    “Got it.  Same goes for you.” 
 
    “What?” she reels back and looks at me. “I’ve been nothing but honest with you.” 
 
    “Yeah well what about that meat head at the gym?” 
 
    She looks confused but then it comes to her.  “Oh, that was nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing, he had his hands all over you,” I practically shout.  “You said there was no hitting on the women in that gym, feeling you up seems to fly in the face of that rule.” 
 
    She laughs.  “He was showing off.” 
 
    “Trying to make me jealous,” I mutter. 
 
    “Yes.  Did it work?” 
 
    “Of course it fucking did,” I laugh back. 
 
    “You had nothing to be jealous of.” 
 
    “Are you nuts, I saw the way he looked at you. The way his hands were on you.” 
 
    She leans into me.  “Seriously?” 
 
    “He had his hands all over you and I hadn’t even touched you yet.  Plus you were pissed at me,” I shake my head.  I look away from her and hear a low throaty laugh.  “What?” 
 
    “I think I like jealous Adam, it kind of puts this whole mess into perspective.”  I scowl at her.  “If you’re jealous then it means that…” she points her finger between her chest and mine and back again. 
 
    “You only just getting that memo, Slugger.” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Fuck this,” I jump up, grab her hand and pull her from her seat.  She makes a little surprised noise as I pull her into me and kiss her.  Then I drag her across the sand, she’s barely able to keep up. 
 
    “Adam, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m taking you inside because I can’t fuck you senseless on the beach in broad daylight,” I keep pulling her along.  She doesn’t resist, but she’s struggling to keep up, I’m a man on a mission right now.  “I have a lot of rooms in this house and we’re about to christen them all.” 
 
    “Today?  I am going to stay a few more days you realise.” 
 
    I pause and look at her, that’s right, she’s staying. I slow down for her to catch up but not too much.  “First there is something I need to do.”  She arches her brow.  “I’m cancelling that fucking flight.” 
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    “You really meant it,” Jenna gasps for breath.   
 
    “When I say I’m gonna do something, I do it.”  I’m still inside her lying on the sofa in the music room amongst my guitars and sound equipment, I push her hair behind her ear.   
 
    “I’m hungry,” her hands are stacked on my chest, her chin resting on them. “Feed me.” 
 
    “I’ll feed you something.” 
 
    “God Adam, you’re insatiable.” 
 
    “I’m making sure you know when I leave, no one else will satisfy you like I can.”  I wink and she closes her eyes and laughs at me.  “And I’ll be doing it from the bus.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Zoom.  We’re getting you a Zoom account.” 
 
    Her eyes widen and she looks so beautiful, her face all flushed.  I lift her slightly pulling out of her.  She rolls back and I rise, getting rid of the condom.     
 
    “You’re suggesting we have video sex, while you’re on your tour bus with everyone listening?”  She looks mildly freaked and a little disgusted.  It’s cute. 
 
    “I’m not suggesting, I’m telling, it’s happening. And there is a bedroom on the bus. I’m gonna go make something to eat.”    
 
    “I don’t even want to think about what goes on in that bedroom,” she wrinkles her pretty nose. “Or on the bus.” 
 
    “We change the sheets, Jenna, we’re not complete cavemen.” 
 
    She folds her arms, her knees clamped together so I can’t see any of the good bits.  “You can’t cook like that.  Naked.” 
 
    “Why not?  It’s my house, no one can see us. We don’t need clothes today.  I fully expect you to enjoy what I make you while being able to stare at that hot bod.” 
 
    “Please don’t fry anything,” her gaze drops to my dick.   
 
    I am still laughing as I walk out to the kitchen.  And I’m most unimpressed when she comes into the kitchen wearing clothes.  The only saving grace is that she is only wearing one of my t-shirts and nothing else.  I make bacon and eggs and when some hot oil jumps out of the pan and hits me, she bursts out laughing.  I begrudgingly cover myself with a dish towel.  
 
    I watch her eat, she isn’t afraid to finish everything on the plate, a happy look on her face, which is another reminder that Jenna is not like any of the other women I’ve gone out with, who are scared to eat anything other than lettuce.   
 
    She talks about her tour and home, and in the back of my mind there is a tickle of worry getting Jenna out of New York will be a major issue. What if I move to New York?  I’m a musician, it doesn’t matter where I make music, it’s not like I have to be in LA to do it.  I’d need to move everyone else to New York and I don’t think they’d want to.  But I could spend my down time there, I don’t work all year.   
 
    “Wanna go out tonight?” 
 
    She looks up from the last bite of food on her fork.  “Can we do that?” 
 
    I chuckle.  “I can make arrangements.”  She looks excited at the thought.  “Get dressed up, we’ll go somewhere nice.”   
 
    “You’re sure it is safe?” 
 
    “I’ll look after you,” I promise. 
 
    “You’re gonna wear clothes though, right?” she looks me up and down.  “Not that I’m complaining or anything.” 
 
    I pretend to look at a watch that isn’t on my wrist.  “Well we’ve still got some time,” I slide my fingers up her thigh under the hem of her shirt.  She widens her eyes then jumps off the stool and runs out of the kitchen.  I stare after her in surprise.  Then her head pops around the corner and she arches a come hither brow.  I jump up and run after her and she squeals as I chase her up the stairs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
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    The car pulls up and Adam kisses me on the cheek saying he will see me there.  The plan is for me and Elsa, the girl Nick is currently dating, to head to an exclusive restaurant together.  Then the rest of them will join us.  I didn’t get much chance to talk to Elsa the night of Arch’s gathering but she seemed nice enough and her smile is wide and genuine as I get into the car.   
 
    “That dress is beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I sat beside her.  “I love your shoes.” 
 
    Elsa laughs.  “Girly compliments out of the way.  So, tell me about yourself.  We’re gonna be alone for about an hour before they actually all show up and that is without any slips that they’re here.  It’s not often the whole band get together and go out.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “They meet up at each other’s houses all the time, but going out?  I’m pretty surprised actually.  Nick said it was Aidan’s idea, I’m guessing it’s to do with you.” 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t cause any trouble.” 
 
    “You’re sweet,” she smiles. “How did you meet Aidan?” 
 
    It’s still weird hearing people calling him Aidan. Adam is the only name I’d ever called him.  I explained what happened the night we met.  “When I eventually found him he was knuckle deep in some slut.”  Elsa’s eyes widened.  “Yeah,” I told her.  She asked me what I did.  “Called him a bastard and walked away but he kept following me, so I broke his nose.”   
 
    “Total badass,” she laughed.  “Maybe you’re not so sweet after all.” 
 
    “I have my moments.” 
 
    “Where does Aidan come into it?” 
 
    “Oh I was upset and angry and I couldn’t find my way out of the club,” I laugh at the memory, it surprises me I find no anger anymore.  I couldn’t care less about Lance.  “He saw everything, pulled me into the VIP area and hid me from Lance.  We got talking and when I eventually left, he gave me his number,” I skip over the whole debacle at the charity event.  “Then he came to New York to see me.” 
 
    “And now you’re here and seeing him?  I like that story.  I’m glad that he’s with you,” she nods her approval. 
 
    We arrive at the restaurant and are shown in by an older gentleman in a suit.  We go through the main restaurant and into a private room, there are other people at the tables here too but they are well spaced out.  The lighting is dimmer than the main restaurant with candles on the tables.  Elsa explains this is a sealed off area for celebrities or rich people.  We are taken to a large table near the window. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s mirrored glass, no one can see in, all part of the price tag.”  We sit down next to each other and a bottle of champagne in a bucket stand is brought over.  “So, what is the status with you two now?  He seemed pretty close to you at Arch’s, never really left your side or took his eyes off you.” 
 
    I blush at that.  She nudges me, tells me not to get embarrassed.  “I’ve known the guys for a few months now.  Despite their Godly like status, they’re all really laid back.  Aidan can be a little intense at times but I think it’s mainly because he is so focused on his music.  It’s interesting seeing him with someone.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that but luckily, a server arrived to pour us each a drink and Elsa raises her glass to me in a toast.  
 
    “To us normal hard-working chicks.”  We clink glasses.   
 
    “What do you do?” I ask, sipping my drink.  The bubbles go up my nose.  It’s really good champagne.   
 
    “I’m a make-up artist and have owned my own company since I graduated college.  I met Nick when I was working on one of the photo shoots.  We flirted but I had no desire to become a notch on a rock stars bed post.  He tried, but I kept knocking him back,” she laughed.  “I could see he was wondering what the hell was wrong with me.  Silly shit wouldn’t give up.” 
 
    I bark out a laugh at her.  “What made you give in?” 
 
    “I told myself I would go out for one night with him, it would be my claim to fame.  We had a nice time, he made me laugh and didn’t try to get me into bed.  Well, not too hard,” she laughs. “We went out again, realised we got on but kept it friendly.  I think I was a distraction from the insanity.  Obviously, he still wanted in my pants and eventually I gave in.” 
 
    “How long have you been together?” 
 
    “A few weeks, it’s not serious, I’m not sure it could be.  I have made him promise if he’s with me, he keeps it in his pants when he’s on tour.  I do not share. So far as I know, he’s done that.”  She looks away and I get the impression she maybe wants more from Nick but she isn’t sure she is going to get it.  “About the exposure though, people were interested in me for a while when we went out and about but it faded, Nick is one of the band, he has his fans but the real draw is Aidan,” she gave me an apologetic look but I got it.  “He has women dropping their panties just with his voice,” she gave me a cheeky wink and I laugh again. “I don’t mean to stress you out, but if it does get out that you’re dating, things could get hectic.” 
 
    “I know, he’s been frank about that.  He says he’ll protect me but I’m not sure how.  There’s already one picture of us out there.” 
 
    She waved her hand.  “Don’t let it deter you.  Going off what you’ve told me about how you met, I’d say he’s pretty into you.  Aidan isn’t like the others, well Nick is kind of off the market,” again she looks wistful.  “But Jordan, boy that guy is enjoying his celebrity status if you know what I mean.  Nick says the number of women doing the walk of shame off their bus is beyond comprehension.  Arch is fairly discreet but he’s hot too.” 
 
    We’ve almost finished a whole bottle of champagne when we hear a commotion outside.  I turn to look through the window and see Archer and Nick getting out of a car.   
 
    “How do they even know?” I look at Elsa. 
 
    “They’re vultures.  This place is a magnet, there is always someone here, so they hang out and wait. And here come the hordes,” Elsa rolls her eyes as I look out and see not only flashes from cameras but groups of girls. “Wait till Aidan gets here,” she adds. 
 
    Arch and Nick pose for pictures, they don’t hang about and head inside.  In a few minutes they stroll in and are led to the table.  Nick leans over Elsa and gives her a lingering kiss on the mouth.  I half smile.  No matter what Elsa thinks, it’s obvious to me Nick has feelings for her.  She gives me a look when Nick pulls out a chair next to her and I wink.  Nick greets me as Arch gets into the seat beside me and leans in to give me a kiss on the cheek.  Nick asks for some beers and more champagne and it arrives almost before he has finished asking.   
 
    We hear another bout of screams from outside.   
 
    “God hath arrived,” Arch laughs.  Adam is getting out of a car with Jordan.  “And the crowd goes wild!” he shouts drawing attention from some other diners.  He grabs a corona when the server puts a bucket of ice filled with beer onto the table.  It isn’t jealousy I hear in his tone, more amusement which reminds me they’re best friends. 
 
    I try not to look, I don’t want to appear bothered by it all but I can hear shouting for him.   
 
    “He likes to think he’s the popular one,” Nick says.  “They just feel sorry for him.” 
 
    We all laugh. The screams don’t die down but Jordan and Adam have disappeared.  When the door opens and they walk in, my breath catches at the sight of him and for the first time I realise I’m really the only one he wants.  Of all the women out there, the ones he could have at the drop of a hat, he chose me.   
 
    “Damn girl,” Elsa leans into me.  “Even I’m feeling a tingle in my undies.  He wants to eat you for breakfast. And lunch, and dinner.” 
 
    I laugh and nudge her arm.  She’s right, Adam hasn’t taken his eyes off me as he strides across the restaurant never breaking contact or caring people are watching him.  Everything fades out around us and I get an intense fluttering in my stomach.  My heart pounds, am I really falling for this guy? 
 
    Yes.  I am. 
 
    “Move,” he tells Arch who makes a show of being annoyed, but he lets Adam take the seat beside me.  He sits down and takes my hand.  “You okay?” I nod my head and he kisses his lips to my temple.   
 
    Jordan greets everyone and passes out the beers.  I haven’t had much chance to get to know Nick or Jordan but the conversation starts to flow as we wait for our food orders.  The boys tell stories about their childhood. They’re a family and it’s clear as day they would do anything for each other.  They give Jordan a lot of shit for his broken arm, but he takes it with fake indignation and lots of laughter.  When we’re not eating, Adam sits with his arm over the back of my chair, and I’m trying really hard not to let everyone see how the swirling of his fingertips on my skin is making me feel.  It is going to be so hard to head back to New York in a couple of days, knowing it’s going to be over a month before I get to see him.   
 
    “What are you thinking?” his breath hits the skin behind my neck as he whispers in my ear.  I’m hot and flustered and glance at the others but they are all deep in conversation.  “Let me guess, you’re thinking about which room we’re up to.” 
 
    I laugh and it comes out huskily.  He drops his arm into the space between my back and the chair and caresses the top of my ass.  I laugh and lean into him and he kisses me like no one else is here.   
 
    “Shit,” Jordan exclaims.  We stop and look over at him as he’s shaking his head at us kissing.  “I can’t believe I’m not gonna be on the tour.” 
 
    “I’m fairly sure you’ll have no shortage of women here, Jord,” Arch tips his beer bottle at him.  “I’m fucking glad we don’t have to listen to it for the next six weeks.” 
 
    Tales of his exploits are then discussed and everyone is laughing.  Elsa excuses herself to the bathroom and looks down at me.  I do need to go, I get up, Adam’s hand trailing down my ass and thigh as I do.  I glance at him and he gives me a boyish grin.     
 
    After using the bathroom, we stand at the mirror touching up our make-up.  “You have such beautiful eyes,” Elsa looks at my reflection.  “I would love eyes that colour.  I would love to make you up too, your bone structure is amazing.” 
 
    I blush a little.  I’m not used to people saying things like this to me.  I mumble thank you. 
 
    “We should go for lunch tomorrow,” she says, clutching her hands into fists excitedly.   
 
    “That sounds good.” Even if only to give my poor lady bits a break. 
 
    “Great.  I’ll book us a place, let me have your number.” 
 
    We exchange numbers and head back out.  I’m glad Adam invited her along, she is so nice and I want to tell her that I see the way Nick looks at her too but not yet. Something tells me she is too afraid to hope there is more. As we come back into the restaurant there are two women at the table, one hovering with her hand on Adam’s arm.  He is looking up at her but his expression isn’t happy to see her. Not another one. 
 
    “Who is that?” I lean into Elsa. 
 
    “Urgh, her name is Lenora, she’s some model from Switzerland or somewhere.  Nick told me she’s been desperate to get with one of them.  Don’t worry,” she adds.  “Aidan’s not interested.  Nick says he complains about her.” 
 
    I look at the woman, she’s tall, thin and gorgeous, everything you would expect from a model.  Before Adam notices me, he shifts away from her so her hand is no longer touching him and says something to her, from his expression it isn’t something that invites further conversation.  His eyes turn to me.  I smile at him, relief passes through his eyes.  He is worried I’m going to freak out again, but I’m not scared anymore.  I’m not letting this bitch try anything with him either.  I sit down and he turns his attention to me, putting his arm back around me.  I glance up to see fury in her eyes.   
 
    “It was good to see you again,” Arch tells her, his tone leaving no doubt she is being dismissed.  For a second she hovers but her friend nods her head, telling her to leave.  Eventually she does but not before giving me daggers.  I smile sweetly at her.   
 
    Arch sees it and laughs loudly.  “Oh she hates you,” he says to me. 
 
    “My girl has balls,” Elsa smiles at me.  “That primped up gazelle has nothing on Jenna.  And this girl doesn’t take any shit.” 
 
    Nick pretends to throw some punches and I put my face in my hands in embarrassment, everyone laughs.  We spend another couple of hours in the restaurant, it no longer feels strange to be around them.  They’re just people, like Keira and Adam keep telling me.  By the end of the night I feel like I’ve become a part of their family.  As we’re getting ready to leave Adam goes to the bathroom, Arch turns to me.   
 
    “Ad said we’re gonna see you in London.” 
 
    I nod.  “I’m doing a European tour myself, we’ve worked it so I’m there at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s great,” he leans to the side, one arm on the back of his chair and studies me for a moment.  “He’s like a big kid at the thought of you seeing the show.  I’ve known him since we were two years old, been through a lot of shit with him.  Good and bad.  You don’t need to worry about him on this tour.” 
 
    “I’m not worried.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes and I get the feeling he knows about my discovery about Erica.  It shouldn’t surprise me, they’re best friends after all.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him this happy.  I know it’s because of you.”  I flush again and curse myself for blushing so much all the time.  “He’s pushing this New York thing because of you, you know that right?” 
 
    “Is it a problem?” I ask. 
 
    He contemplates me and I feel like I’ve passed some kind of test.  I don’t freak or worry, I don’t feel I need to.  It’s not my decision where they record their next album and I won’t push Adam to do that and alienate his band. 
 
    “Not at all, in fact I think it’s a good idea to get away from LA.  Year round sunshine is overrated,” he laughs.  “Plus we have family there, it’s a good call.”  I grin at him.  “And maybe we can all join that gym of yours and learn to kick ass too.” 
 
    “Sam doesn’t take any shit.” 
 
    “I’ve heard, that is why we’re not gonna invite Jordan.  He has a built in need to flirt, he’d be kicked out in ten seconds.”  We laugh again and Adam arrives back at the table. 
 
    “Jenna, Elsa, I’ve just called the car for you guys so you can escape,” he smiles at us.   
 
    Elsa kisses Nick and gets up, holding her hand out to me, she’s a little tipsy and as I stand I realise I am too, way too much champagne.  We say our goodbyes and Adam hugs me to him, Elsa doesn’t let go of my hand though and stands next to us, Adam laughs at her but he kisses me and whispers he will hopefully only be ten minutes behind me, passing me a key.   
 
    “I want you naked in my bed,” he says, sending a shiver down my back.   
 
    “What about the other rooms,” I whisper back. 
 
    “They can wait.  Tonight, you’re in my bed,” he kisses me again and my knees go weak. 
 
    “Come on, break it up you two,” Elsa pulls my hand.  “The quicker we leave the quicker these boys can follow us home,” she winks at Nick. 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” Jordan shouts. 
 
    “No!” Nick, Elsa and Adam all yell at the same time.   
 
    Arch just shakes his head.  “You’re stuck with me,” Arch tells him. “Our night isn’t over dude.”  Jordan perks up at that.   
 
    “See you at home,” Adam says to me. 
 
    We say bye again and I ask Elsa about paying for the food.  She snorts. “If you want to sell your house, your car and your body, you might be able to afford the champagne.  Don’t worry, they have it covered.  Perk of dating a rockstar.” 
 
    Outside, our car is waiting.  I’ll never get used to this.  The paparazzi is still lurking, the boys are gonna have to run the gauntlet again, I’m grateful to Adam for arranging this, as nice as it being home with him, it was good to get out.  
 
    Elsa sits beside me talking about lunch, she might invite a couple of her friends to go with us, it all sounds great and I’m sure Adam won’t mind me doing it.  Then I start thinking about what would happen when he got home.  Home, it feels weird to think of his house as home.  But I like the sound of it. 
 
    And when he does get home and he finds me lying on my stomach at the end of his bed in nothing but a pair of stilettos, he comes at me with darkening eyes and a sexy smile as he loosens his tie.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
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    “You’re lucky snagging Aidan Gass,” Lucinda, one of Elsa’s friends says. 
 
    “Luce,” Elsa snaps at her.  “That is not cool.  Jenna didn’t snag him, they’re together.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” Lucinda glances at me.  “Sorry, Jenna.” 
 
    She looks contrite but it seems less than sincere, if she’d not been called on it, I wouldn’t have got an apology.  I give her a slight smile and then glance at Elsa who winks at me.   
 
    Reality is knocking on the door now.  I’m going home tomorrow and won’t see Adam until we are in London. 
 
    “Girl, you just cannot wait to get the hell away from us,” Elsa nudged me with a laugh.   
 
    We are in a small restaurant that was catering to a fairly decent, lively bunch of the younger LA crowd.  The sun is shining in through huge open windows and the AC is heaven.  It sometimes got this hot back home in the height of summer but it was like this most of the year round here, I wasn’t sure it was something I would want to get used to.  I’d always loved the changing seasons and there was nothing like freezing your ass off at Christmas in New York.   
 
    “I have to leave him tomorrow,” I say with a pout. 
 
    “Won’t stop him seeing you though, you’ve made plans right?” she says with a soft sigh.  It makes me wonder what plans Nick has during the tour.  He called her last night to say Jordan convinced him to go out with him and Archer as they would be leaving him behind.  I’d commiserated with her but Jordan probably needed the reassurance.   
 
    “I have a thing in New York in a few months,” she tells me, as Lucinda and Clara leave to use the ladies room.   
 
    “That is awesome, we should do something,” I say.  “My friends Brooke and Megan will be down to party.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Elsa gives me a crooked grin.  Her eyes move away from me and the change on her face happens instantaneously. 
 
    “What?” I ask looking up at the TV in the corner.  There is a picture of BreakNeck on the screen with a talking head.  We can’t hear what is said and I’m not overly surprised to see they are being discussed but the image cuts away to a video clip of the three guys from last night.  The host is still talking and I’m expecting some kind of crazy story about Jordan, but it isn’t Jordan they’re focusing on.  It’s Nick, with his tongue down a woman’s throat, then he slung his arm around her and they climbed into a car.   
 
    “Oh shit,” I gasp and look back at Elsa.  Her bottom lip wobbles a little and her hands wring together.  She glances at me, gives me a tremulous smile. 
 
    “Maybe it’s an old video,” I say, but it isn’t.  Nick definitely had that shirt on last night.   
 
    “It’s okay,” Elsa says, her eyes fill but she takes in a huge gulping breath and shakes her head slightly.  “We never said it was serious,” she trails off and looks down. 
 
    “Elsa, you’ve been seeing him for weeks, it was serious to you, he said he wasn’t gonna mess around,” I put am arm over her shoulder.  I am furious with him.  I don’t know him very well but anyone can see how smitten Elsa is and he was supposed to be with her last night.  “I’m so sorry,” I tell her.   
 
    “Hey, don’t worry about me, I’m tough, I’ll deal.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her.  Especially when she asked if we could get out of there before Clara and Lucinda got back, something tells me they wouldn’t be as sympathetic as Elsa deserved. 
 
    “Of course, let’s go, you can text them I got sick or something?” 
 
    She nods and gathers up her purse and jacket.  I slip off my stool and we head for the door.  Elsa text Clara as we left.  “They’ll find out soon enough,” she says quietly then gives a harsh laugh.  “I’ll look forward to their calls.” 
 
    I want to ask her why she hangs around with them if she expects they won’t support her but I don’t know her well enough to question her friends.  I suggest we go somewhere else, somewhere quieter for a drink but she waves me off and says she will be okay and I should go back to Adam.   
 
    “He can handle me not being around for a little while longer,” I tell her. 
 
    “I appreciate it, Jenna, you’re such a good person, but I think I’d rather be alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” It is one thing being cheated on, seeing it is something completely different and all the more heart breaking. 
 
    “I’m positive,” she gives me a bright smile and a hug, I hold on to her tight to let her know I am here if she needs me.  “You get your ass back to that sexy man of yours.” 
 
    I took her hand and gave it a squeeze, then she headed to her car.  Adam loaned me his SUV because it was near impossible to walk anywhere in this city.  I watch Elsa go, her shoulders back and chin held high.  I don’t doubt she is strong enough to deal with this but I wish she didn’t have to.   
 
    Driving home I think of my own insecurities about Adam going on tour.  It’s clear from the video, Nick, Jordan and Archer are no strangers to picking up women and on tour they’d be constantly in their face.  I’m surprised to realise I don’t feel that way now.  Over the course of the last couple of days, Adam convinced me he isn’t like that.  I trust him.  
 
    Adam is in the living room with his guitar when I get back.  He is making notes in a pad, then strumming some chords.  I walk down into the sunken room and he glances up at me, giving me a bright smile.   
 
    “How was your lunch?” he asks. 
 
    “Good,” I give him a smile.  I want to ask about Nick but am hesitant, not sure I’m in a place to question him about his friends.  “You’re writing music?” I ask instead. 
 
    “Yep, recently came across a lot of inspiration,” he set his guitar down and held his hand out to me. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” he pulls me into his lap and wraps his arm around my waist, using his other hand to pull me into a kiss. 
 
    “Can I see?” 
 
    He squints.  “It’s just a rough draft.” 
 
    “Is it about someone you know?” I grin. 
 
    “Maybe,” he kisses my nose then reaches for the pad and closes it over.  “But that person will have to wait until its finished to hear it.” 
 
    My heart swells with emotion.  I wrinkle up my nose and he looks questioningly at me.  “We are talking about me, right?” 
 
    He laughs and pushes me onto my back, crawling over me.   
 
    “No one has ever written a song about me before,” I tell him, as he fiddles with the buttons on my dress. 
 
    “You have many song writers in your life, Slugger?” 
 
    I laugh this time.  “I mean, it’s kind of a big deal,” I glance away shyly, not sure why I suddenly feel like I can’t look him in the eye.   
 
    He puts a finger to my cheek and tilts my head back to look at him.  “You’re definitely a big deal,” he says softly.  “And I’m not kidding, I have been inspired.  It’s been a while since I wrote something serious without Arch.” 
 
    He kisses me again and before long he’s rid me of my clothes and his own, pulling a condom from somewhere like magic. I don’t want to think about why he seems to have them all over the house, not when he is sliding inside me, wrecking me for any other man. 
 
    Later on he orders in Chinese food and sets us up out on the deck so we can watch the ocean.  It is amazing how many stars are visible over the ocean.  We avoid talking about tomorrow but eventually I can’t hold back on what happened earlier. 
 
    “Did you see the guys today?” I ask. 
 
    “Spoke to Arch on the phone but I was running some other errands today then got caught up with a certain song.  Why?” 
 
    “So you didn’t see the news?” 
 
    His brow dips.  “Shit, what happened now?” 
 
    “Nothing bad.  Well, nothing you need to worry about,” I twist the stem of my wine glass.  “There was a story on TV, it showed the guys out last night.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, Jordan did something stupid?” 
 
    “No…Nick.” 
 
    “Nick?” he arches a brow.  “I thought he went home with Elsa?” 
 
    “He changed his mind, said Jordan begged him to go out with them.” 
 
    “Ah, okay, yeah.  I had a text from him last night asking me to join, but I didn’t see it till this morning.  I had somewhere better I needed to be,” he gives me a filthy grin.  I shake my head at him.  “So what did Nick do?” 
 
    “He picked up a girl, there was video of him kissing her and getting in a car with her.” 
 
    Adam looks at his wine glass taking in a deep breath.  “You know I’m not like him right?” 
 
    “No, I know,” I reassure him.  “That’s not what the problem was.  It was Elsa.  I guess she thought there was more to their relationship.” 
 
    He put his glass down.  “I didn’t know that.  Nick never said.” 
 
    “Nick obviously doesn’t see it like she does,” I point out. 
 
    “I can’t really speak for him, Jen,” he tells me. 
 
    “I’m not expecting you to, that’s not what this is, I promise.  I just know how it feels.”  His face drops and I rush on.  “I’m talking about Lance, dumb ass.” 
 
    “Ah,” he nods.  “Shit, yeah.  That must have been tough for her to see.” 
 
    “I really like her, we’ve already arranged to meet up when she comes to New York in a couple of months.  I just didn’t know how this would work with you being friends with Nick and, me and you...” 
 
    “What the guys do is up to them, you know.  We don’t get involved in each other’s shit.  Well, apart from me and Arch, but it’s a little different with him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I took a sip of wine. “I just feel bad for her. She went home and couldn’t rely on her friends. They are vapid and self-absorbed. I got the feeling this will make them happy.” 
 
    “It’s a hazard of the job I guess.  I don’t think Nick will have done it purposely to hurt her.  They must be on different pages.” 
 
    He’s trying to be nice but doesn’t want to get involved.  It was a guy thing I guess.  And I don’t want to spend my last night here talking about someone else’s problems, even if I do feel bad for Elsa.  I will text later to make sure she’s okay. 
 
    “You want to take a walk?” Adam asks, standing up and stacking the empty boxes. 
 
    “Yeah that sounds nice,” I help him clear up then grab one of Adam’s hoodies.  
 
    “I like you in my clothes,” he wraps an arm around me, tucking me tight to him.   
 
    “I’m obviously taking this home with me.” 
 
    “Can I keep your underwear?” 
 
    I slap his stomach and give him an indignant look, he just laughs like he was going to do it whether I want him to or not.  We walk off the meal and head home as it gets chillier.   
 
    He takes me to bed as soon as we get back, we don’t get much sleep and in the morning he makes me breakfast in bed, then concedes to my pestering and plays me a part of the song he is writing, but he refuses to let me see the lyrics he’d written.   
 
    As happy as we are, it doesn’t take away the bad feeling about me leaving.   
 
    “Three weeks,” he says as we drive to the airport.  He looks about as forlorn as I feel.  
 
    “We’ll be so busy we won’t have time to get too sad,” I tell him. 
 
    “And I set you up with Zoom,” he gives me a wink.   
 
    “Yeah, I’m still not sure about that.” 
 
    “I’ll convince you,” he waggles his eyebrows. 
 
    He can’t take me into the airport, it isn’t worth the hassle of dealing with the paparazzi or any fans, plus I’m still twitchy about being photographed.  His manager sorted out the whole pregnancy debacle.  They threatened the woman with legal action and she backed off, issuing a statement through her own agent, that she made a mistake.  But she’d gained the notoriety, which Adam said was her end goal all along.  I hate people used him this way. 
 
    “Call me when you land,” he says for the hundredth time.  I swear I will.  “And make sure that Joey guy keeps his hands to himself.” 
 
    “Adam,” I admonish. 
 
    “What?” he holds out his hands.  I reach for one and squeeze.  “You know I’m just trying to keep you in the car.” 
 
    “I know,” I say softly. 
 
    “Come here,” he pulls me across the seat and wraps his arms around me.  The soft kiss quickly turns hot, too hot for where we are and where I need to be if I don’t want to miss my plane.  “Shit woman,” he breathes into my hair.  “How am I gonna cope for three weeks without this mouth.” 
 
    “You’ll manage,” I tell him, then because I’m feeling a little naughty, I squeeze his dick through his jeans, which is hard as rock.  
 
    “Oh you did not just do that,” he grabs my neck and pulls me back in for another hot kiss.  “Fuck… get out,” he says on a laugh.  “I can’t, I need to… shit, get out before I make an ass of myself, or pull you down here to deal with this!” 
 
    I laugh and kiss him again.  “I’ll call.” 
 
    He nods.  I give him one last squeeze and reluctantly get out of the car.  I grab my bag from the back and shut the door.  It’s hard to see him through the tinted window so he lowers the passenger side and gives me a huge grin.  How was I this far gone in such a short amount of time?  A few weeks ago, I didn’t want anything to do with this random guy texting me, and now I’m barely holding it together, walking into the airport and away from him.   
 
    It's going to be a long three weeks but I am determined to enjoy them.  My job is amazing right now and I am excited about what is coming, I can handle being separated from Adam, it will make our reunion that much more intense.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    [image: A black and white logo with a guitar and notes  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    The next three weeks go by in a blur which is good because I am losing my mind being away from Jenna.  I hadn’t felt like this about a girl.  Ever.  Not even Erica, I have no problem admitting it.  Archer thinks I’m completely insane, given I’d spent two years with and lived with Erica, versus the few months of not even seeing Jenna and a week in each other’s company.  I don’t know how to explain it to him.  He will never get it until he is in this position and Arch has no desire to ever find himself with one woman. 
 
    We still text all the time, it’s like our thing, even though we spoke on the phone a lot initially and she finally embraced Zoom, but has no intention of getting freaky on there, I’d bring her around to it eventually.  Gearing up to head to Europe took up her time and she is working a lot but we still made time to catch up. 
 
    Saying goodbye to Jordan was hard.  We’ve never been on a tour without him, or even separated in over ten years, so him not coming feels strange.  We are worried about him and a couple of our other friends will keep him busy.  He intends to fly out and meet us at some point.   
 
    We’ve just finished a show in Luxembourg, after stops in Lisbon, Madrid and Paris.  In a couple of days we are flying over to the UK and I will see Jenna.  We will do another two shows in the UK before heading back to Europe for five shows, then back in London for a festival, after that we will go home to a long, well-earned break. I am already exhausted and we aren’t even half-way through the tour.  I am planning on spending my free time in New York and already have my assistant looking at apartments for me.  I don’t think we’re in a place where I can move in with Jenna for the time I’m there but I want a place near where she lives.  Money is no object, which helps because real estate in NYC is not cheap. 
 
    It hasn’t been as bad as I thought having Erica on tour, in fact I barely see her, unless we go out as a group for drinks after shows or when there is some downtime.  Any sightseeing is usually just the three of us.  Dex comes occasionally but he is a quiet guy, he has a wife and two kids at home and doesn’t care much about socialising.  It also helps with the groupies.  They are around, obviously, neither Arch nor Nick have foregone hooking up but it isn’t as bad as normal with Jordan bringing girls on the bus at every stop.  There is also a bit more flying and hotels during this leg of the tour as a bus isn’t practical travelling to some of the different countries.  
 
    I’m not sure if Jenna wants me to mention the whole Nick debacle, she hasn’t asked but I brought up Elsa in a roundabout kind of way. Nick shrugged it off saying they had fun when we were home in LA.  So they are on different pages.  I can’t help but notice the look on his face when I brought her up though.   
 
    Jenna is in Italy, her tour only started a few days ago, it feels weird knowing we are on the same continent, travelling the world but are so far away from each other.  She is having the time of her life and I am constantly ribbing her about staying away from ‘the douche’, but he has a girlfriend these days, and no interest in her.  I highly doubt that but we agree to disagree. 
 
    We’re in a hotel tonight, so I say my goodbyes and head to my room for a long shower.  The good thing about us both being in the same time zone is we don’t have to worry about waking or missing each other.  Jenna will be tired, I’m beat myself but we are due a Zoom call and I won’t forego that for anything.   
 
    Her gorgeous face pops up on my screen a little while later, I lay back with the laptop on my stomach and smile at her.  “Hey, beautiful.” 
 
    “Hey, how was the show?  You look tired,” she says. 
 
    “I am,” I run a hand down my face.  “I’d say I’m getting too old for this shit but I’m not even thirty yet,” I half laugh. 
 
    “We can do this tomorrow if you want?” 
 
    “Fuck that,” I tell her vehemently.  “I’ve been looking forward to this all day.  Why can I only see your shoulders?  What are you wearing?” 
 
    She gives me a throaty laugh and her laptop moves, revealing her tight little body in a tank top and shorts.  The hotel room looks tiny, nowhere near as luxurious as mine.  They’re doing this book tour on a budget but Jenna said it doesn’t bother her where she sleeps, after a busy day she just wants to land in a bed.  She has a lot more time for sightseeing, as well as all the work she is doing, ensuring things run smoothly with venues and everything Elle needs.  She is constantly sending photographs of her in various different locations.  I wish I was with her but I’m glad she’s having this experience.  
 
    We talk about what she saw today and how excited she is to go to Vatican City tomorrow.  I tell her about the show, how we had a guy come up on stage and propose to his girlfriend.  Which she absolutely loves. 
 
    “How is Ada doing?” I ask.   
 
    “Better I think, Iz says she’s really tired and spends most of her time in bed, but she is responding well to treatment, so it’s looking good.” 
 
    I change the subject not wanting her to dwell on things that upset her.  
 
    “Two more days,” I remind her. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” she smiles. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get my hands on you,” I say, lowering down onto the pillows, giving her a look that has her biting her lip.  “Take your top off.” 
 
    She laughs.  We haven’t done much more than tease each other via video call but I am determined to pop her cherry and I’m horny enough, despite being tired, to go for it right now.  She surprises me by lowering the straps on her top and shimmying it lower.  I sit up, like I can see what is out of the cameras view if I look down.   
 
    “I feel silly,” she says, her arms crossed and her hands on her shoulders.   
 
    “It’s only me,” I tell her, moving the laptop beside me, angling it so my head and torso are in the shot.   
 
    “Jesus, Adam,” she breathes out a shocked laugh.  I’m naked and stroking my dick.   
 
    “You’re not gonna leave me hanging are you, Slugger?” 
 
    She glances around like someone might see her then the screen moves erratically making my head spin.  It settles next to her on the bed, she lies on her side too and moves her arms so her tits are on display.  I squeeze my dick harder, twisting my hand up and down over it.  “Fuck, Jenna.  I can’t wait to see you and touch you.  You’re fucking perfect.” 
 
    Her cheeks flush as she moves the laptop again getting under the covers but I can still see her body.  I chuckle softly.   
 
    “You weren’t this shy when you were walking around my house buck naked,” I tell her.   
 
    “Stop or I’ll hang up,” she pouts at me.   
 
    I don’t know why this freaks her out so much, she is so beautiful, she has nothing to be embarrassed about but I want her to be comfortable, now I finally have her doing this, I don’t want to spook her.  “I know this isn’t what we’re used to but I want to make you feel good,” I move my hand slowly up and down again, letting her see what she’s doing to me.  “Just show me, sweetheart,” I say quietly.   
 
    I watch her tentatively squeeze her breast, she plucks at her nipple till it hardens.  I keep my mouth shut as she moves, her eyes closing and her breath coming in soft gasps.  She moves her other hand between her legs and my dick jumps in my hand.  God I need her.  I’ve never felt like this and if I am being honest, it is a little scary but I push those thoughts aside as I watch her bringing herself to orgasm. Her eyes lock alternately on mine or the movement of my hand, listening to me say in a low, husky voice what I want to do to her, how she should imagine her hands are my hands, loving how hot it is hearing her moan and pant.   
 
    “I miss you,” I groan, her moans are out of control.  “Fuck I need you, so damn much.”   
 
    Her back arches as she cries out my name and I lose it, my dick pulsing as come fires over my hand and stomach, making a mess of myself.  I give her a couple of minutes before I say her name softly.  She gives me a sleepy satiated smile. 
 
    “I can’t believe we just did that.” 
 
    “It was beautiful,” I tell her. 
 
    She peers at me.  “Messy.” 
 
    “You wreck me,” I tell her, making her smile even more.  We talk for a little while longer until she looks at me with sleepy eyes, barely awake.  “Two more days until I’m lying beside you,” I tell her as her eyes close. “Let me watch you sleep,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Creeper,” she whispers, making me laugh.   
 
    “Get some sleep, beautiful.” 
 
    “I will, love you,” she mumbles. 
 
    My eyes are suddenly wide open and I sit up quickly.  If she realises what she said, she isn’t showing it.  I wait for her to recognise what she said and react.  But nothing. 
 
    “Jenna,” I say.  She is already asleep.  I lean back against the pillows watching her sleep.  “Jesus,” I run a hand over my face.   
 
    She loves me?   
 
    Does she mean it or is it just her tired brain?   
 
    I lay back and look at the ceiling, trying to gather my thoughts about how this makes me feel.  Should I bring it up with her next time we speak, or pretend it didn’t happen?  And how do I feel about her?  It feels too soon to be throwing around the L word.  I lower the lid on my laptop and decide it was a slip of the tongue, she’s too tired to know what she said and probably didn’t mean it.   
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    Things start to go to shit the following day.  First Jenna text to tell me her laptop battery died and she was in the shit because the itinerary was on there and they had to check out early. She isn’t blaming me but she is stressed. She didn’t seem aware of what she said to me last night and I’m not sure if I’m relieved or annoyed.  The first time my girlfriend tells me she loves me and she doesn’t even remember it.  That is a head fuck. 
 
    Then I get a call from Keira saying Jake fell out of a tree and broke his leg.  He’s excited about having to wear a cast but Keira is beside herself crying.  I hate not being able to do anything except reassure her Jake is fine, kids break bones every day with no long-lasting effects, but I guess watching your four-year-old fall out of a tree and scream his head off isn’t the best of experiences.  
 
    The icing on the cake is a frantic call from Bianca about robberies and idiots and what the hell are we going to do which I can barely understand.  I dress and go to Nick’s room to see if he knows what’s going on.  Apparently Bianca only called me.  We head to her room finding her pacing, her hair pulled every which way. 
 
    “What’s up?” I ask her. 
 
    “Most of its gone!” she shrieks. 
 
    “Most of what?” I share a worried look at Nick.  Bianca didn’t freak like this.  Ever. 
 
    “One of the roadies decided to take some woman he picked up onto the equipment bus.  Security found the idiot, beaten and tied up. Most of the guitars and amps are gone.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Nick shouts.  
 
    “Are you serious?”  
 
    “No, I’m making this up as a God damn joke.  Of course I’m fucking serious, Aiden, I just got the call about it.” 
 
    This is bad.  Really fucking bad.  
 
    Nick has his hands on his head.  “My Warwick?” he asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bianca is stabbing at her phone again. “We’re trying to figure out what was taken.  I’m waiting to hear from the local police.” 
 
    “Shit…Fuck!” Nick turns to me, his eyes wide in distress.   
 
    He’s had the Warwick Corvette bass since he turned fifteen, it was one of the last gifts his mom gave him before she died, it belonged to his grandfather. It wasn’t about the value of that thing, which was in the high thousands, it was the sentimental value making it priceless. I put a hand on his shoulder.  This isn’t just about a few things being stolen either, this is about most of the equipment we brought with us, the things we need to put on our shows. How the fuck has someone managed to steal all of it out from under us?  
 
    Arch comes to the room next. “I just heard something fucking insane, tell me it’s not as bad as they’re making out.” 
 
    I glance at him and shrug.  “Bianca is trying to figure it out.” 
 
    “My fucking bass, man,” Nick sat heavily on the bed.   
 
    I exchange a look with Arch, he knows what Nick is referring to and puts both hands on the back of his neck.  It was always just Nick and his mom since he was three years old.  She was his life.  She supported him through everything and was so proud of him, of all of us.   
 
    She’d looked after us when we were kids.  It hurt us all when she got cervical cancer and eventually succumbed to it after a three-year battle, but for Nick, it was the end of the world.  We lost him to severe depression for months.  If his guitar is gone, who knows what might happen. 
 
    “It may still be there, Nick, we’ll find out,” Arch tries to reassure him. 
 
    Bianca hangs up the phone and looks at Nick, then glances at me and Arch.  She knows.  She’s been with us a long time.  She knows what that guitar means to Nick.  She heads down to meet the equipment manager and will let us know if the Warwick is gone. 
 
    Arch opens the mini fridge and grabs three water bottles. He tosses me one and holds one out to Nick.  His phone rings. 
 
    “Jordan,” he says and passes the phone to me.  I answer and Jordan starts shouting about the equipment.  How he found out is anyone’s guess.   
 
    “Where is Nick?” Jordan asks after I explain what we know.   
 
    “He’s here.”  
 
    “Fuck,” Jordan whispers.  “His bass?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he repeats.  “I’m gonna get on a plane.” 
 
    “There is no point doing that right now.” 
 
    “The fuck there isn’t. This is big, man. My drums are there too. I’m getting a flight Adam.” 
 
    “Get a flight to London,” I tell him. I can’t keep him away, I shouldn’t either.  If the guitar is gone, Nick will need us.  Our next gig is in London so there is no point Jordan coming here, we’d be gone before he arrived.  He agrees eventually and asks me to tell Nick he loves his ass.  I relay the message. 
 
    Nick half laughs and looks up.  “Pretty fucking stupid getting messed up over a guitar.” 
 
    “It’s not just a guitar,” Arch says softly.  Nick needs to be reassured he isn’t being an idiot over a musical instrument.  “And we’ll get it back.” 
 
    Eventually we realise we’re in Bianca’s room and head back to my suite to await news.  I try to call Jenna but she doesn’t answer, I hang up and toss the phone on the bed. 
 
    “You’re seeing Jenna in London?” Nick asks. I nod. “That’s good, she’s good for you.  She’s nice.” 
 
    Nick hasn’t said much one way or the other about Jenna.  I’d only really spoken to Archer about my relationship with her.  “Yeah, she’s…” 
 
    “His lobster,” Arch says with a raised brow. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I laugh and Nick chuckles too.   
 
    I glance at Arch, we need to get his mind off this, or find out what the fuck is going on.  Arch decides to call for room service and hang out with Nick while I find Bianca.  When I reach the lobby my phone rang.  
 
    “Hey, sorry I missed you, we went through this little town with no service, but it was gorgeous, I took some pictures,” Jenna says. 
 
    “No problem, Slugger.” 
 
    “Everything alright?” 
 
    “Not really, we’ve had some shit here.” 
 
    “On no, what?” 
 
    I explain about the robbery and Jake.  She is upset about Jake and tries to reassure me equipment can be replaced.  I tell her about Nick’s guitar and she goes quiet.  “Shit, that’s tough, babe.” 
 
    My lip kicks up slightly, it is the first time she’s given me a nickname.  We chat for a while longer until I see Bianca come into the hotel.  I tell her I’ll text her later and hang up.  Bianca looks harried.   
 
    “What’s happening?” I ask. 
 
    Bianca turns, surprised to see me. The lobby is quiet, so I haven’t been recognised.  She lets out a heavy breath.  “It’s bad, there is a lot of stuff missing.  The label is not happy. We’re trying to get equipment sent through to London to make sure there are no delays.  It should be okay but it’s a hell of a cost.” 
 
    “Bianca?”  
 
    “The Warwick is gone.” 
 
    I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. 
 
    “But the local police have a lead, they might be able to get some of it back.” 
 
    “If they took the Warwick, they’ll know how much its worth.” 
 
    “It will be hard to sell, it’s known as stolen,” she says.  “We’ve put out a press release to try and deter anyone buying any of the stolen goods.  The police have arrested the girl.” 
 
    “What kind of dumb fuck would let a random chick on the bus?” 
 
    “He was showing off.  Believe me, he knows he fucked up.” 
 
    “He did more than fuck up,” I snap. 
 
    “I know, Aidan. I fucking know.” 
 
    “We need that guitar back,” I tell her needlessly.  “I have no fucking idea what Nick is going to do.”  I blow out a long exhale when a hand touches my arm.  I turn to Erica, her face full of concern. 
 
    “I heard what happened,” she glances from me to Bianca.  “It’s awful.  How is Nick?” 
 
    I grip the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger, so stressed out I initially don’t notice Erica’s hand is still on my arm, and she’s rubbing circles on my bare skin with her thumb.  She used to do that when we were together and I was stressed.  There is genuine worry in her eyes but I don’t feel any calmer, in fact, what she is doing is making me feel worse.  I pull away from her and her hand drops.  Her cheeks flush as she looks away, embarrassed.  I’m not sure if she is embarrassed she tried to comfort me and got rebuked or knew she shouldn’t have done it.  Either way, snapping at her isn’t going to help.   
 
    “He’s okay, for now,” I answer her question, but I don’t have the energy to deal with whatever she’s doing.  “Bianca, keep me posted, I’ll be upstairs with my band.”   
 
    I turn and stomp away.  There is only one thing that matters to me, and that is making sure my guys are okay, pulling together and keeping Nick as straight as we could until they find his guitar.  I can’t stop worrying about what this will do if we don’t get the guitar back.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
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    The flight to London is delayed for three hours so we’re late arriving at the hotel.  Adam and the others have already left for the venue but he left word at reception there is a car to bring us all.  Elle and Kevin are staying in a different hotel so we agree I’ll collect them once I’ve checked in and changed.  I’m disappointed I didn’t get to see him beforehand but I’m really excited to see Adam perform. 
 
    I’m not sure why the life he leads still surprises me, but his hotel suite is amazing.  All white furniture, plush carpets and an honest to God chandelier.  It actually has its own separate bedroom.  I peek in and see a t-shirt on the bed I imagine he took off to change into his outfit for tonight.  There are a pair of sneakers dumped by his side of the bed.  I smile to myself thinking of it as his side.  
 
    God I’ve missed him.  I drop my bag by the closet and hurry through a shower to wash off the travel.  A quick glance at the clock tells me I have a half hour before we need to be there, I’m not sure how long it will take to pick up the others so I hustle out of the room.  The driver tells me he has all the backstage passes and will make sure we get where we need to be.   
 
    I text Adam to let him know we arrived and are on the way to the stadium.  He hasn’t replied by the time I pick up the rest of the excited group who are coming along with us. 
 
    I drop mom a quick text to let her know I’ve arrived safe, then to the group text chat with Brooke and Megan, after I took a group selfie in the back of the car and sent it.  
 
    We arrive at the venue and the driver holds open the door.  It isn’t that warm out so I pull Adam’s hoody tighter against me.  I wasn’t sure of dress etiquette for something like this so chose casual, as I would for a normal concert with jeans, sneakers and his hoody over a BreakNeck t-shirt.  We slip the backstage passes around our necks following a guy through some long hallways and many doors.  Activity is growing louder and more frantic the further we go.  The roar of the crowd is swelling too.  The air around us is electric.  Elle and Kevin are practically giddy, holding hands like excited kids.  I still haven’t spotted anyone I recognise but that is to be expected. I’ve only met the band members and Adam introduced me to Stone, his bodyguard while I was in LA. 
 
    Our guide is called away and tells us to help ourselves to food and drink.  People are milling around, some look like part of the crew, others like we do, kind of lost, and it is clear who the groupies are.  Scantily clad women are hanging around everywhere, all with the backstage lanyards around their necks.  I wonder who let them in and if it is normal.   
 
    We head to the food table and the others pick at the selections while I help myself to a bottle of water.  My phone vibrates in my back pocket, I answer with a smile. Although it is pretty hard to hear, considering the support act is well into their set on the stage. 
 
    “Hey, Slugger. Where are you?” he asks.  
 
    I glance around, unsure how to describe where we are.  “Hi, by the food and drink table?” it came out a question. 
 
    “Cool, be there in five.” 
 
    Then he is gone. I open and drink some water and look around.  Off in the corner I see Erica talking to another tall willowy looking woman.  I try not to stare but I don’t manage to look away before Erica glances up. She’s dressed in a shimmery black dress that barely skims her ass, high nude heels make her at least four inches taller. I’d like to say I tried to smile at her but that didn’t happen, it was more a blank stare, and her look wasn’t exactly friendly either. I’m not underdressed, she must be going out afterwards.  I don’t feel frumpy at all. Nope.  I turned to Elle and Kevin instead and smile, listening to them as their excitement takes over from the weird vibe I feel after catching Erica’s eye.  Elle knows my connection to the band but Kevin was surprised, though he said he understood why I’d been reluctant to get involved with him, which did make me feel bad, but he wasn’t an asshole about it.   
 
    It's clear when the band arrives.  The volume level grows, the snap of cameras fill the air and Jordan’s booming voice shouts “We have arrived!”   
 
    I whirl around, not expecting Jordan to be here and watch as he grabs two women, who seem extremely happy to be manhandled, and kisses one of them.  My nose wrinkles up.  It is one thing hearing about his antics, it’s another seeing him in action.  I spot Archer walking in with a bottle of water, talking to a tall thin guy who has headphones around his neck.  Nick follows, looking completely uninterested in talking to anyone.   
 
    He looks a lot more affected about his stolen guitar than Adam said.  He doesn’t look himself at all, and all the animosity I felt about him after what he did to Elsa, melts away.   
 
    “Are you checking out my band mates?” 
 
    His arms come around me from behind and I’m pulled hard against a warm chest bringing a smile to my face.  I turn in his arms and look into those gorgeous blue eyes.  Wrapping my arms around his neck he hauls me up against him and gives me a deep, hard kiss, one hand in the back of my hair, the other squeezing my hip.   
 
    “Fuck, you smell delicious,” he mutters, running his nose up the side of my neck and burying his face in my hair.  “You ever fantasised about fucking a rock star backstage at a concert?” his hot breath whispers against my ear. 
 
    I put my hand against his chest and push him back to give him a stern look.  “Did you just proposition me, Mr Rock Star?” I ask. 
 
    “Nope, I made you an offer you can’t refuse.” 
 
    “Adam, there are hundreds of people here.” 
 
    He gives me a dirty grin, and grabs my hand pulling me along behind him, really not giving me opportunity to object.  Jordan yells something behind us but I pretend I don’t hear him or that everyone doesn’t know where we’re going.   
 
    Adam takes us into an empty dressing room.  He shuts and locks the door then pushes me back against it kissing me hard.  His hands roam down my arms, over my stomach and up to my breasts. 
 
    “What has gotten into you?” I half laugh, half breathe out on a gasp.   
 
    “You.  All you.  What is this?” he leans back, his smile grows bigger when he realises I am wearing his hoody.  “Hot you wearing my stuff, but it’s gotta go,” he pulls the hoody up over my head, his eyes drop to my chest.  “Better,” he grins. 
 
    “What if someone comes in?” 
 
    “Let em try,” he kisses me again and pushes his hands around the back of my legs, forcing me to jump.  I wrap my legs around his waist.  “Jeans, why jeans?” he tips his head back as if a great travesty has occurred. “God, love, I’ve missed this,” he presses his nose against mine, staring into my eyes.  “I missed you so much.  Need to fuck you,” he kisses me again.  He is almost mindless in his pursuit of what he wants, like he can’t see anything beyond this. “Let me fuck you, yeah?” he says breathlessly. 
 
    “Adam,” I moan, grinding against him.  “You’re going on stage soon,” I raise my arms as he hauls my t-shirt off.  I gasp as he tugs down the cups of my bra then latches his mouth on my nipple. 
 
    “Not yet, not until I’ve made my baby come.” 
 
    Then everything is a blur, he drops me, my pants and underwear are halfway down my legs.  He works at his own pants while I hop about, trying to get one leg free.  He bent down to pull off my jeans, then swept me back up, his hot mouth finding mine.   
 
    “Shit, condom,” he groans, grabbing at his pants again to root through the pocket.   
 
    There is a commotion outside the door, people passing by so close, the swell of the crowds, the thump of the drums and baseline from the band playing.  Then Adam is there, lifting me and pulling me down onto him.  I squeeze my eyes shut as I gasp out his name, his first thrust taking my breath away.  Pressing my back against the door he puts his arms up behind my back, his hands on my shoulders so he can pull me down as he thrusts up.  The door is banging in its frame and I am sure anyone passing knows exactly what’s going on but I am too in the moment to be embarrassed about it.   
 
    “Hey,” Adam smiles at me, slowing a little.   
 
    “Hi,” I reply, gripping his hair in both hands.   
 
    “I didn’t mean to maul you,” he grins. 
 
    “Sure you didn’t,” I pull him back to me, kissing him.  Now we’ve started, I need him to keep going.  I push my hips against his and he gets the picture, giving me a wicked look as he growls, before upping the pace.  I close my eyes and focus on the feel of him, the smell and taste, his arms around me, his breath against my neck, sliding in and out of me.  
 
    Then I’m tightening around him, breathless, my body feels like it’s skyrocketing into outer space as my eyes slam shut, stars burst around me and I come hard.   
 
    “That’s it baby, that’s it, yeah,” he grips my ass as he pumps up inside me, twice more before he comes too.  Breathing hard, he pushes me against the door with his body as he flops forward.  “Fuck.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” I say on a snort.  He grins as he set me on my feet.   
 
    “Who’d have thought you in my old hoody could get me so hot.”  He sweeps it off the floor with my t-shirt as I right myself in my bra.  He zips up his pants while I put my clothes on, then he brushes my hair back behind my ear in a tender gesture, rubbing his thumb along my bottom lip, he stares at me, about to say something just as someone bangs loudly against the door and scares the shit out of me so much I practically jump into his arms.  
 
    “Aidan Gass, get your ass out here, we go on in five!”  Followed by laughter and hooting.   
 
    “Get lost Archer,” Adam shouts back through the door.  I bury my head in his chest, my face bright red.  Adam laughs despite his angry shout, tipping up my chin he gives me a wink.  “That was hot, beautiful.  But we gotta go.” 
 
    I’m still trying to get my wits about me.  “Wait,” I cry before he can open the door.  I hurry to the mirror and look at myself.  Hair, sex messy, face, flushed and so very obviously has that dazed, just fucked look.  I try to smooth my hair.   
 
    Adam comes up behind me and kisses the crown of my head. “You won’t get away with it.  Everyone knows what you just did, you dirty girl.” 
 
    “You’re an ass.”   
 
    “I know you don’t mean that,” he grins then takes my hand and opens the door.   
 
    I expect there to be a crowd, to have to walk through them with my head hung in shame but no one is paying attention.  The only person who does give us a passing glance is the girl with Erica earlier, she looks past us, as if she hasn’t realised who we are.  I guess they’re used to this kind of thing which deflated my mood a little. 
 
    “Hold on to me,” Adam says as we move through the crowds, he clutches my hand tightly. 
 
    I spot Elle and Kevin as we pass and wave at them so they follow.  People are shouting to Adam and he answers with a tip of his chin or monosyllabic responses.  The women who try to get his attention are ignored and that makes me preen a little.  We draw near to where a group of sweaty guys are walking away from the entrance to the stage, Nick and Archer are up ahead slapping hands with them.  The crowd are chanting out ‘BreakNeck’ loudly, wanting them to come on stage.   
 
    As we draw closer Adam stops and turns to me.  “Stay here,” he says.  “You’ll have a good view of the stage, and I’ll be able to see you,” he kisses my lips.  Someone passes him a bottle of water.  “You good?” 
 
    I nod, a little overwhelmed if I am being honest. 
 
    “Hey, Jenna,” Archer appears behind him, brow arched.  “Having fun?” 
 
    I close my eyes and try not to hear him and Adam laugh knowingly.  I nudge Adam in the arm indignantly but he just wraps it around my shoulders pulling me to him with a chuckle.   
 
    “Stone is just there,” he points out his bodyguard.  “I’ve told him to stick with you, okay?” 
 
    “You didn’t need to do that.  We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Things can get hectic back here, I’d rather he looked out for you, okay?” he leans forward and kisses my forehead.  “I’ll see you afterwards, enjoy the show.”   
 
    And then he’s gone, with Archer close behind.  I watch a roadie hand Archer a guitar and they both slap Nick on the shoulder, Adam leans in to say something to him that has Nick nodding his head.  Archer puts his hand around Nick’s shoulders Jordan’s replacement joins them waiting at the edge of the stage.  Out in the arena, the crowd is being whipped into a frenzy by multiple video displays showing a montage of the band, clips from their music videos, brooding photo stills and scenes from a documentary they made a couple of years back, which I watched recently. Then a countdown starts and the lights dim. 
 
    “Hey,” Jordan appears beside me, wrapping an arm over my shoulder.  “How are you honey?” 
 
    “Good,” my cheeks hurt from how much I’m smiling.  Elle and Kevin stand behind us, Elle already dancing.  “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Me? I’m aces, gorgeous,” he says with a grin but looks a little wistful as he watches his fellow band mates prepare to take the stage without him.  “You need a drink?” 
 
    “I’m good thanks, Jordan.” 
 
    He tips an imaginary hat and saunters off.  I watch him for a second but the countdown is nearing an end and the guys are all practically bouncing on their toes, waiting for their cue.  Adam glances back at me, gives me a sexy wink and then they’re running on the stage and the crowd roar.   
 
    Adam’s voice echoes around the arena. “Hey London, how you doing tonight?  You guys ready to rock with us?” 
 
    I couldn’t wipe the smile from my face, despite once again catching Erica’s eye.  As the music starts up I focus on the stage watching Adam pick up a guitar and slip the strap over his shoulder.  A second later, Dex counts in on his drumsticks and they all start playing.  It is loud but amazing and Adam will be proud of me recognising the song.  When he starts to sing though, my heart and my thighs clench.  He is like every woman’s dream in his tight pants and thin black t-shirt clinging to his muscled arms and chest.  I love knowing he just had me up against a door worshiping me, the way the crowd are now worshipping him.   
 
    “They’re so good!” Elle leans in and shouts.  “I’m so glad we got to do this, thank you so much, Jenna!” 
 
    I nod because it’s so loud, I barely hear what she says, I squeeze her hand and we smile at each other. I got swept up in dancing and singing along with the man I am totally falling for. 
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    A very sweaty, high on adrenalin and excitement, incredibly sexy Adam grabs and rubs up against me, laughing as I recoil slightly from how wet he is.   
 
    “What did you think?” he asks, looking genuinely as if what I say means everything to him.  How he thought I could say anything other than absolutely amazing was beyond me.  The entire band were incredible.  They’d gone back out for two encores, the crowd unwilling to let them leave the stage.  Adam is an incredible front man, playing up to the crowd, joking on stage, whipping off his t-shirt and throwing it at some extremely excited and lucky young ladies in the front row.  He looks high but it’s on what he just did, and how much he loves doing it. 
 
    “You were perfect,” I tell him, leaning close to his ear.  “Everything was amazing.” 
 
    He gives me a beautiful smile but as Nick passes by, it slips a little and he looks after his friend with concern. 
 
    “Do you need to go after him?” I ask. 
 
    He glances down at me and smiles.  “You’re always thinking about others.” 
 
    I shrug, a little embarrassed.  “He’s your friend and he looks like he’s hurting.” 
 
    Adam nods, blowing out a long sigh.  “He said he’s heading back to the hotel straight after the meet and greet.” 
 
    “Should someone go with him?”  
 
    “Yeah one of the roadies he’s friends with.  I doubt I’ll hang around too long anyway, just show my face.  I’ve got somewhere else to be.” 
 
    “Adam, you don’t have to leave because of me.” 
 
    He chuckles.  “It’s not just because of you, I’m tired, and clearly I need a shower.  Although I do want to spend some time taking care of you.”  Someone barges into him and he stumbles, almost knocking me down.  He turns around and tells whoever it is to watch where the fuck they’re going. The woman Erica was talking to earlier is apologising to him, saying she tripped and it was an accident.  Adam relents saying it’s okay thinking the bump hadn’t been intentional.  I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Are you coming to the party?” the woman asks.  “I hear Jordan is throwing a big get together in his room at the hotel.” 
 
    Adam gives her a vague ‘sure’ and head nod then turns back to me.  I didn’t know if he was aware the woman is a friend of Erica’s but when he doesn’t turn back to her, she slinks away.   
 
    “He’s been here literally one day and he’s arranging a party at the hotel,” Adam rolls his eyes, but there is no real anger.  “He came over when he heard about the robbery, he’s spent the day with Nick making sure he’s okay.”  He takes my hand to lead me into a quieter area and glances to where a queue is forming into another room.  “I have to go do the meet and greet, some photos, autographs and shit.  Won’t be too long, hopefully.”  As he spoke I saw his manager and a couple of other backstage people approaching, clearly looking for him and the rest of the guys. I tell him it’s fine and once we find Elle, Kevin and, at Adam’s insistence, Stone, he leaves to get ready for the fans.   
 
    After around forty minutes, Stone arranges for a car to take Elle and Kevin back to their hotel. He hangs out with me talking about some of the things he’s seen and been a part of over the years working in security.  Things quieten down a bit outside the dressing room, everyone either headed off for the party or home.  It is amazing how fast arenas empty out.  I am beginning to wonder if I should have gone with the others when the door is pushed open and Bianca, Adam’s manager comes in.   
 
    “The guys have headed out to a car, he wants you to get Jenna back to the hotel,” she addresses Stone.   
 
    I sit up a little.  “They left?” I ask. 
 
    “Security issue, we needed them to go and it wasn’t a good idea to hang around waiting.” 
 
    Waiting for me she meant, I look away from her.  She isn’t overly friendly. Adam told me she was a hard ass, so I’m not going to let her attitude worry me.  I’ve dealt with worse people in my time.  But it doesn’t stop me feeling let down. 
 
    “Come on,” Stone says holding out his hand.  “Sometimes this happens.  He’s probably gonna call you.” 
 
    But he didn’t.  We left the arena and got into a car with blacked out windows.  I sat up front with Stone.  I wasn’t sure how I felt.  On the one hand, I could understand if something threatened the bands security, they needed to go, but at the same time, I’d been left for nearly two hours.  I decide against calling or texting Adam, he is probably in the middle of sorting things out.   
 
    Back at the hotel, Stone comes with me to the floor where Jordan is hosting his party.  He won’t leave until I’ve been escorted in, as per Adam’s instructions so I walk into the suite and watch Stone take out his phone, probably to let someone know his job here is done then he headed back to the elevator. 
 
    The music pumping through the sound system is loud.  God help the guests on the floor, and beneath, the noise was so loud.  I glance around but don’t see anyone I know.  It’s almost as large as the room Adam and I are in, similarly themed with chandeliers and expensive furniture, which look like it will be trashed before morning.  
 
    There are people dancing and drinking everywhere.  A loud cheer goes up further in the room, after a short crash that sounds like glass breaking, people are gathering to see what is going on.  I head to the bar and a guy acting as bartender opens a bottle of beer and hands it to me but is immediately distracted by a group of scantily clad women wanting cocktails.  I slip back and lean against the wall, totally out of my element.  I glance at my phone to see if there are any messages but nothing, except a selfie of Brooke pulling a sad face.  I laugh at that. I quickly text Adam to let him know I’m looking for him.  After ten minutes, trying to spot someone I at least recognise, I decide it will be best to go back to the room. I don’t want to wander through here searching for him.  Adam may be at the room, although I’m sure he would have called if that was the case. 
 
    I send him another message, telling him my plan and slip away to the elevator.  Adam’s room is a couple of floors above this one.  It’s dark inside when I get there, so he clearly isn’t here.  This really isn’t what I expected to happen and I don’t know what to think.  I don’t think Adam ditched me, maybe assumed I would come and find him? My old insecurities about whether I can fit into his way of life rear back up.  Our first attempt at something that is a major part of his life and it has gone to shit.   
 
    He said he wasn’t going to stay at the party so I figure I should wait for him here.  After changing into some sleep shorts and a t-shirt, I try calling, but no answer. I take out a book and get comfortable on the bed. A wild rock n roll party isn’t my scene, I feel better being here.  But not so great knowing who else is at that party.   
 
    Should I march in there, find him, stake my claim in front of all those girls who would no doubt be throwing themselves at the band.  Like Erica.  God, I push my head back against the headboard.  I don’t like second guessing myself or Adam. I trust him completely, but…where is he?    
 
    I feel tired, all the flights catching up with me and I have a big day tomorrow with the book signing at a huge bookstore in the centre of London, I need to be prepared for that, and getting a good night’s rest is what I should do.   
 
    Another half hour and still no message from Adam, I call one more time, then put down my book, slip into the bed and try to go to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
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    “What do you mean you left her there?  When?” 
 
    “An hour ago,” Stone says.  “I took her to the room they said you guys were at and she said she’d be okay.” 
 
    It was hard to hear so I walked into a bedroom, only to realise the bed was occupied.  I saw Jordan’s smirking face, before I could see his bare ass I turned and went back out into the heaving party. I’ve been looking for Jenna since I got here but can’t find her.  My phone has gotten lost somewhere between the venue and the hotel and I’m using Arch’s but he doesn’t have Jenna’s number and I don’t know it by heart.  I initially went to the room but she wasn’t there.  Figured she hadn’t got back from the venue, which I was pissed about, we shouldn’t have left without her, but I’d been hustled out after a fan went crazy trying to climb over the table where we were signing merchandise.   
 
    And now I’ve finally got hold of Stone, he tells me he left her at another party in the hotel an hour ago?  One of the support bands was throwing that party on a lower floor. 
 
    Arch and Jordan kept holding me hostage, telling me Jenna would be here soon and it was best to stay in one place so she would find me, but too long has passed since we got here and I’m freaking out.  
 
    I push my way back through the crowd, tell Stone thanks and hang up.  Arch can get his phone back tomorrow.  I have to go check the room again.   
 
    “Aidan,” Erica appears before I get to the door.  “Everything okay?” 
 
    “What? Yeah. Yeah, all good.  I’m just heading out.” 
 
    “Already?  The party is hardly started yet.  Come on, the Aidan I used to know wouldn’t be leaving so early.  Surely that hasn’t changed,” she smiles and leans into me, putting her hand on my arm again, the same way she did yesterday.  It was familiar and foreign at the same time.   
 
    “Yeah well, that was then.  I need to go, enjoy the party.” 
 
    I start to pass but she tugs on my arm.  “Come on, don’t leave.  We haven’t had chance to catch up and your friend didn’t seem interested enough to stick around.” 
 
    “You saw Jenna?” I ask, snapping my attention back to her. 
 
    “This isn’t really her scene.  She doesn’t really fit in.” 
 
    I curse inwardly.  If she has been here and left, she’s probably upset.  She would have no way of knowing I lost my phone, or that I’ve been trying to get out of here and find her.  Erica has no right to be making judgment calls on someone she would never stack up to. 
 
    “Come on, stay, have a drink,” Erica gives me another smile, her eyes full of desire and lust.  “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    I shake my head.  “Erica, this,” I moved my hand indicating between the two of us.  “Isn’t going to happen again.  Ever.”  Her face drops the more I speak.  “I’ve moved on.  I’m in love with someone else.” 
 
    “Love?” she sputters.   
 
    Shit…Did I just say that?  Yeah, I did.  I said it.   
 
    And the woman I am in love with is off somewhere by herself wondering where I am and probably what I am getting up to.  This is all such bullshit.  I don’t know what is going on but this isn’t a simple case of Jenna walking into the wrong party. Some other shit is going on here.  I look over her shoulder, searching the crowd and spot Bianca.  She doesn’t usually hang out at these after parties but she’s here, with a drink in her hand.  She is watching us and I narrow my eyes at her but don’t care enough to question her being here. 
 
    I couldn’t care less about Erica and her feelings.  Even when her eyes water up, wanting what she can’t have, when she was the one who threw it away.  There is no point hanging around to explain it to her.  I did the only thing I know will drill it into Erica’s head.  I walk away without a word. 
 
    I hurry up the stairs because the elevator is taking too long, and down the corridor to my room.  I let myself inside, it is dark and for a moment I think she really has disappeared but then I see her shoes and coat, the hoody she’d been wearing earlier.  I breathe out a sigh of relief and head to the bedroom.  The lamp light from the sitting area allows enough light to see into the bedroom.  She is in my bed.  My heart drops.  How long has she been here?  Was she waiting for me?  Shit, I should never have let them talk me into leaving the venue without her.  I don’t know how she is going to feel about all this but in the past, she hasn’t dealt with anything relating to my fame that well. 
 
    I tiptoe over to the bed and slowly sit down beside her.  She shifts and her eyes open, she is sleepy and beautiful, pushing her hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” she murmurs. 
 
    “Jenna, I’m so sorry.  I’ve been looking for you for ages, I lost my phone and then you weren’t at the party.  How long have you been here?”  She blinks and rubs her eyes which makes me feel even worse for waking her when she’s clearly tired.  I brush her hair back from her forehead. 
 
    “Not sure.  S’ok though, don’t worry,” she shifts onto her back and shuffles up so she is sitting back against the headboard. 
 
    “It’s not okay.  I told them we couldn’t leave you there but this fan vaulted the table and people started screaming, we got dragged out by security, it was chaos.” 
 
    “Oh God, sounds awful, is everyone okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.  But I’m pissed.  I can’t believe I lost you.  I was going crazy.” 
 
    “Well, you’re here now,” she half smiles.  “Are you going back to the party?” 
 
    “Not a chance.”  I lean back, I’m tired too, still in need of that shower and my adrenalin is crashing. I also don’t want to tell her I suspect she’s purposely been misdirected from where I was waiting for her. That is something I will get to the bottom of first thing tomorrow. “I just need to go get cleaned up then can I join you?” 
 
    “It’s your room,” she says. 
 
    I rub my hand over my mouth and look at her trying to gage what she is feeling.   
 
    “Did I fuck this up?” 
 
    “What? No,” she shook her head.  “It isn’t your fault you lost your phone, I text and called a couple of times. I guess we just need a clearer system for making a getaway next time.” 
 
    She is trying to joke it off but she is hurt and I hate it.  Hate my fame causing her any more upset than she’s already been through.  I take hold of her hand and look at them as our fingers entwine.  It doesn’t feel right to say it now, not when I messed up and have to make it up to her, but fuck, looking at her now, all I want is to tell her how I feel. I’m so irritated I told Erica the truth before I got a chance to speak to Jenna. 
 
    “Go shower,” she sniffs.  “I’m not averse to a bit of sexy male sweat but,” she wrinkles up her nose and pushes me away.  “You need to go see to that.” 
 
    “Promise you’re not mad,” I say, getting to my feet. 
 
    “I’m not mad, well… maybe a little, it did feel kinda shitty being left behind.” 
 
    I close my eyes in frustration.   
 
    “Adam, go take a shower then come back here and make it up to me.” 
 
    My eyes fly open, she’s smiling.  And to add a bit of extra incentive, she pulls her top over her head revealing her naked tits.  I almost fall on top of her but know she won’t appreciate that, so I run to the bathroom instead. 
 
      
 
    When I wake up the next morning, I’m curled around Jenna like a limpet, my head buried in her neck, my arms and legs wrapped around her.  God knows how she managed to breathe with me lying all over her, and where our skin meets is roasting and damp with sweat.  Even though she kept telling me last night she had to be up for her work early and we couldn’t stay awake all night screwing, she didn’t do much to put me off.  I ache in all the good ways as I peel off her and stretch out like a starfish.  A quick glance at the clock on the nightstand confirms it’s just after nine.  I roll onto my side and prop my head up in my hand, then lightly tug at her hair.  She looks so cute as her face scrunches and she slowly comes out of a deep sleep.  Then she smiles at me, without opening her eyes. 
 
    “Hey, Slugger, it’s nine fifteen, what time do you need to go?” 
 
    She rubs her fists against her eyes and yawns, drawing herself up.  “Crap, the car is coming for me at ten.” 
 
    I lean in and kiss the side of her neck. 
 
    “No time for that nonsense,” she gave my arm a light slap.  “You got enough last night.” 
 
    “I don’t get to keep you long enough, I need my Jenna fix.” 
 
    “I have to go to work,” she laughs as she pulls away from me.   
 
    I flop back on the bed and watch as she gets up and walks to the bathroom, gloriously and unashamedly naked, she glances back as she gets to the door and arches a brow.  It’s all the invitation I need.  I jump off the bed and run after her.  She turns on the water and checks the temperature before stepping into the large shower cubicle.  I follow behind and decide to wash her, because I’m helpful like that, it has nothing to do with feeling her up.  As handsy as I got, she didn’t let me go too far and we were getting out of the shower before I could put forward an outstanding argument against it. 
 
    “Can I come watch you work today?” 
 
    “That is not a good idea,” she says, dropping her towel and taking out some black lacy underwear.  I watch her dress into a black pencil skirt and dark blue silk blouse.  “You’d be recognised and cause a riot.” 
 
    “I can stay out of the way and I’m a master of disguise.  Plus, how many mildly erotic romance novel fans would even care about seeing me?” 
 
    “Probably a lot, have you seen you?  You’re like the image of what women the world over use as inspiration for the book boyfriend.” 
 
    “Book boyfriend?” I laugh, pulling on some boxer briefs and a t-shirt.  “I think what you meant to say was porn star.” 
 
    “It is not porn,” she says over her shoulder as she walks back to the bathroom to do her hair and make-up.  “Porn has a loose, unoriginal premise that involves nothing but sexual situations all the way through.  Romance novels have intricately plotted story lines about two people falling for each other which then may necessitate a few scenes of…” 
 
    “Fucking?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she frowns.  “Unless it’s a reverse harem book,” she leant over to put mascara on her lashes. 
 
    “Reverse what now?” 
 
    “It’s a trope.  I suggest you look it up while I’m out, keep you out of trouble.  I’ll even give you one to read if you’d like?”  She came out into the bedroom to put on some heels.  Then roots around in her bag until she finds her kindle.  She picks out a book and passes it to me. While she’s making sure she has everything she needs I read the blurb for the book. 
 
    “More than two love interests?” I raise a brow.  “Like a three way?” 
 
    “Sometimes four, or five.” 
 
    “What?” I almost shriek.  She laughs, grabbing a coat from the chair.  “So one woman is dating like five guys all together?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “And fucking them?  Together?  How is that not porn, Jenna?”  she bites her lip, trying to come up with an excuse.  “You really suck at arguing about this.  Did you honestly think telling me about a woman fucking a load of guys will convince me these are not porn?” 
 
    “It’s romantic! Tastefully written…kind of.” 
 
    I give her an incredulous look.  “You read such filth,” I laugh.  She shoulders her bag and tells me to go find my phone and get breakfast, she’ll be back in a few hours. 
 
    “Wait, what page is this five-way on?” 
 
    “Goodbye, Adam!” she calls as she sails out the door. 
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    “Holy shit, one in each hole!” 
 
    “I told you, it’s insane,” I tell Jordan. 
 
    “Women actually read this stuff?” Archer asks. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.  I mean, I’m all for a little free love and inviting people in but shit, this is nuts…huh, not so sure I wanna be getting my dick out around all these other dudes.” 
 
    “You saying you don’t stack up?” Arch laughs at Jordan. 
 
    “Fuck that, I’m more than happy with what I got going on.  I’d just be scared there might be some…accidental touching.” 
 
    “Says here these guys are totally turned on watching their girl get dicked by someone else or a few others...I don’t think I’d be down for that, Ad.” 
 
    “No one is inviting you,” I frown at Archer.   
 
    Nick is laughing hard and I’m glad I brought the kindle along to show them the type of filth women read. It’s certainly taking our minds off our other issues. We’ve been scrolling through the book for the last half hour, finding scenes that blew all our minds.   
 
    “When you think they’re being all cute librarian book nerd and they’re actually reading about being pounded by three guys at the same time,” I say, picking up another pastry. “Enlightening to say the least.”   
 
    “Oh hell no,” Jordan drops the kindle on the coffee table.  He looks absolutely horrified. 
 
    “What?” Nick reaches for it. 
 
    “Two of the guys are... I mean, not that I’m against that kind of thing, love who you love and all of that…but,” he shudders.   
 
    “I watched as Royal opened his mouth and Jason shoved his cock deep inside, forcing his way to the back of his throat making him gag, and it made me wetter than I’d ever been,” Nick read aloud, then guffawed like a teenager.   
 
    “Jenna is into some kinky shit,” Jordan nods his head my way, giving me a dirty grin. 
 
    “She reads it, she doesn’t partake of it,” I tell him with a scowl.  They all laugh.  “Do not open your damn mouth, Jordan,” I point at him and his lips snap shut.  I know exactly what he was about to suggest. 
 
    “And these women are all queuing up to get this book signed.  Man I have so many questions,” Archer got up to grab himself more coffee.  “Like, does she do research and shit.  Does she get involved for authenticity, or is it all just in her head?” 
 
    “Like method acting?” Nick says, rubbing his hand across his stubbled chin.  “Wonder if she lines up volunteers?” 
 
    “Like you’d step up,” Jordan nudges him.  “Dude!” he shrieks when Nick shrugs. 
 
    “Why the hell does our resident manwhore sound so appalled?” I laugh.  
 
    “Gimme a bed full of women all wanting this,” he waves a hand down his body.  “Sign me up.  With dudes, nope.” 
 
    “Performance would obviously be an issue, yeah?” 
 
    “Dickhead,” Jordan throws a pillow at Archer who dodges out of the way just in time to avoid it hitting his coffee mug. 
 
    We are in his suite having breakfast and have a night off tonight before our second London gig, so we’re taking it easy this morning.  Dex chose to stay in his room.  He isn’t antisocial, we get on well enough, but he wants to chat with his wife and has other stuff to deal with, so we left him to it. 
 
    “We should go down there to the book signing and ask her.” 
 
    “Ask who?”  
 
    “The author, the one Jenna is with,” Nick clarifies. 
 
    “She didn’t write this one.  Actually I’m not sure what kind she writes, just one guy and one girl I think.  This is a different author.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    We all stare at Nick for a second, then burst out laughing.  
 
    “Jenna banned me from going with her anyway, said I’d cause a riot.  I think the four of us showing up, asking about orgies and how we sign up for research purposes for a reverse harem novel, may cause an international incident.” 
 
    “Yeah, try spinning that, Bianca,” Jordan laughs. 
 
    “Things seem to be getting serious with you two,” Archer sits back down so he and Nick are opposite me and Jordan around the coffee table. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nod.  “She’s special.” 
 
    “What about when we get home, you live in LA, she’s in New York.  That’s some long distance dude.” 
 
    “Is this why you want us to record in New York?” Nick asks.  When I nod, he looks thoughtful.  “What about after the album is finished?” 
 
    “Not really thought that far ahead…but if I’m being honest, if things keep going the way I think they’re going...” 
 
    Everyone goes quiet.  I hadn’t planned on bringing this up yet, I still don’t know where Jenna and I stand on the longevity thing, although coming to the realisation last night I am in love with the woman went a fair way to making my mind up. But moving across the country would be a big deal for the band.  If we are on opposite coasts, it will make things difficult.  Asking Jenna to uproot her life and move to LA with me isn’t an option.  She won’t go for it and it didn’t piss me off she wouldn’t be willing to compromise.  Everything that meant anything to her is in New York.  Hell, my family is there too, and the guys family.  We went to LA because that is where the label was when we started out.  We just stayed. This was a big thing I’d thrown out there and it brought the mood down.   
 
    “You that far gone for her?” Jordan asks, in the least Jordan-like voice ever.  Like he’s being totally serious.   
 
    I blow out a breath.  I can’t tell these guys, not someone else before I even say it to her.  But from the way they’re looking at me, they know.  “Look, I don’t want anyone getting worried about this right now.  It’ll be a few months of writing and recording before anything concrete needs to be decided.” 
 
    “But if you wanna be with her, and she’s out in NYC, then it makes it pretty obvious what is going to happen, Adam,” Archer states. 
 
    “Never thought we’d have a Yoko.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Jordan,” I snap at him.  “Jenna isn’t asking anything of me. This is all me, she doesn’t know what I’m thinking, do not blame her.” 
 
    He holds up his hands but this is a genuine concern for them.  It’s Nick who speaks up and surprises me.   
 
    “You love her?”  My lips tighten.  “Simple question, man.  Do you?” 
 
    So much for not spreading it around, but these guys have been my best friends for years.  We’re a team, we do everything together and we’ve never made a drastic decision like this without talking it through, so it has to be for a good reason.  I nod, looking at them all in turn.   
 
    “I think my dad would be happy for me to be nearer.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Jordan leans forward glaring at Archer.  “You’d be down with this? Moving?” 
 
    “Like Ad says, it’s not concrete, it’s just something to think about and being closer to my dad, when we’re not off touring, which can be a lot of time out of the year I might add, then yeah, it is something I might consider.” 
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    He looks at Jordan, then me but doesn’t say anything.   
 
    “Look no one needs to decide right now,” I tell them.   
 
    “Not the way I see it,” Jordan says and pushes his fingers into the top of his cast trying to scratch his arm irritably.  “If it’s a possibility, even a small one, we need to talk about it.” 
 
    After a few minutes Arch finally speaks up.  “I’m down with going out East to work on the album.  It’ll be good to work with Kono and Jasper again.  Spend time with family.  Beyond that…I don’t know.  I guess we all need to think about it before we make any decisions.” 
 
    He is trying to be the voice of reason but he isn’t totally on my side.  I can’t expect him to be, not dropping it on them like this.  A knock at the door breaks the tense silence.  Nick goes to the door and lets Bianca in.  She glances around at the four of us, suspicion in her eyes. The last thing I need is for her to get wind of this and I quickly cut my eyes to Archer and see him giving Jordan a subtle head shake.  Jordan scowls and gets up, going to the bar to get himself a drink.  It’s not even eleven AM.  Bianca watches him, her eyes narrow. 
 
    “What am I missing?” 
 
    After a long beat of silence Jordan looks over at her.  “Nothing.  I’m just pissed about not being able to play,” he says. 
 
    “Well whose fault is that?” Bianca shakes her head and goes to sit in the seat Jordan vacated.  I look over at him and give him a chin tip, letting him know I’m grateful for him taking this hit.  “There are some changes to this afternoon,” she gets down to business.  “The radio interview is happening today, they’re going to pre-record instead of using it live.” 
 
    “Shit,” I groan. 
 
    “It’s better to pre-record, that way they can bleep out anything they need to.” 
 
    “Why are you looking at me?” Jordan asks and adds angrily. “Officially I’m not here.” 
 
    “Well you are here, and you’re perfectly capable of using that mouth, if not your arms, so you’re coming.” 
 
    “That’s what she said.”  Bianca scowls at Jordan’s comment.  “What about Dex?” 
 
    “He can come too but the whole band is here, so that is what people are going to want to see, or hear,” she mutters.  “You need to be prepared to answer questions about your stupidity,” she tells Jordan. 
 
    “We get free time after though right?” Nick asks after giving me a look.   
 
    I know why he is asking and I’m grateful for it.  Bianca made it clear she isn’t happy I want to spend time with Jenna. It was down to her I left without Jenna last night, I wasn’t about to forget that. It was a conversation I still needed to have with her, privately, seemingly my situation with Jenna could cause a lot more stress than I’d thought.  
 
    “We were supposed to get the day and night off.” Nick reminds her. 
 
    “Yes, it’s just this one thing,” she says.   
 
    We all agree to the change, even if its reluctantly. 
 
    “And here,” she tosses me my cell phone.  “Don’t lose it again.” 
 
    “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Someone else found it, gave it to me,” she says waving her hand as if it doesn’t matter. 
 
    They just happened to find my phone this morning? 
 
    “Any news on the other thing?” Archer bravely broaches the subject before I can question Bianca further on my missing cell phone.   
 
    “Nothing new from the police,” she says without looking up from her iPad.  “They’re not overly confident though.” 
 
    We all watch Nick.  He’s been holding up better than we thought he would, he’s been quieter than usual and he has nothing to say now.  After Bianca leaves, Arch gets to his feet and looks around at each of us, spread out across the room.   
 
    “We’ve all had some shit to deal with lately, some worse than others, but we will always have each other’s backs.  Right?” 
 
    “Always,” I say. 
 
    “No doubt,” Jordan says sipping a glass of scotch.   
 
    “Yeah,” Nick blows out a deep sigh.  “We’re family.” 
 
    “So let’s put all this bullshit on the backburner and enjoy the tour.  It’s gonna be the last one for a while.  The label are expecting a killer album, which is gonna be tough but it’s what we’re good at.  So we have fun, we play the best we’ve ever played, we give the fans something to remember, we fuck,” he gives me a pointed look.  “We drink,” he huffs a laugh at Jordan who raises his glass.  “And we do it like the bad asses we always knew we were gonna be when we were rocking out like the Muppet band in Nick’s garage.” 
 
    “An-i-mal!” Jordan shouts, making us laugh.  
 
    He’s right, Arch always is.  He’s the heart of the band and he will always be the one to bring us back to what matters.   
 
    “In the spirit of kicking ass, and putting this emotional pussy’s circle behind us, we need to go out tonight and party, just our people.” 
 
    Everyone agrees, I shove my hands into my pockets as I get to my feet. 
 
    “Stop pouting, you can bring your woman.” 
 
    “I was going to.” 
 
    Jordan smirks, the little shit. But at least he’s not trying to shut her out.  It gives me hope things aren’t as dire as I originally thought. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
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    I don’t know how they manage to do it, but we’re in a small bar in Kentish Town called Knowhere Special which you enter via a non-descript door, then down a graffiti covered hallway to a narrow staircase which takes us down to the basement. Once inside, we find a small, low lit, living room style speakeasy, with exposed brick walls, heavy rugs and a chilled out atmosphere. There is only room for around thirty or so people but everyone here is somehow related to the band.  There is nothing rowdy about tonight, people have grouped off and are quietly chatting and drinking.  The band snagged seats in the far corner away from the bar.  The bartenders are all friendly and knowledgeable and I listen to them tell Arch about the local area for a while when we first arrive.  They seem chill about having a world famous rock band and their entourage fill out the place for the evening.   
 
    Adam pulls me on to his lap the moment we get settled, even though there are more than enough seats.  Tomorrow we are heading off to Birmingham and then flying to Dublin in Ireland before going back to the States.  The Irish stop is something Elle requested.  She has family ties to Dublin but has never been, so wanted to take the chance to visit while she could.   
 
    I was caught between feeling excited about seeing more new places and leaving Adam.  Forty eight hours isn’t enough time, not even that, given we are both working and the crossed wires last night.  Not that I am complaining.  I much prefer spending the night in the hotel room with him, after he eventually found me, than attending a rock party.  It really isn’t my scene.  I’m living in the moment, just like Iz told me, and am having a lot of fun with it. 
 
    Adam is still pissed over the mix up and grumbling about Bianca. I told him it doesn’t matter, and he let it drop, but something is still bothering him.  I don’t want to waste what time we have dwelling on it.  I’m enjoying getting to know his bandmates better.  Even though I’m perched on his lap, I am heavily involved with Nick, talking about his grandmother, who it turns out lives close to my mom in Brooklyn.  She’s the only family Nick has left.  I don’t want to pry about what happened to the rest of his family but the more we talk, the more he opens up. 
 
    When Adam goes to the bathroom, I take the opportunity to sit closer to Nick.  He’s really sad about his missing guitar.  Adam told me some of the significance of the instrument being the last thing his mother gifted him before she died. I find myself opening up about losing my dad.   
 
    “It’s hard,” I tell him, swirling the condensation on the table from where Adam moved his glass.  “Losing a parent.  And who’s to say what is worse, what you went through with her being sick, or me losing him without warning.” 
 
    “Sucks,” Nick agrees.  Even though we experienced these vastly different situations we could commiserate.  “At least you still had your mom,” he finishes his beer.  “My dad was an asshole who skipped out on us when I was about two.  Never knew him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I murmur. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he shakes his head.  “I’m lucky I had my grandma, or it would have been foster care for me and that shit would have sucked balls.” 
 
    I had to agree.  For a while we contemplate our own loss.  Adam is at the bar watching but not making a move to come back while Nick and I talk.  As much as I was pissed at him for what happened with Elsa, Adam explained Nick wasn’t on the same page as her.  I was the queen of miscommunication lately, so I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt.   
 
    “I still have his helmet,” I spoke quietly but Nick leaned forward on the table, wiping up some moisture with a napkin before resting his elbow on the surface.  “They do the whole burial thing you know, with the procession, the uniforms, and flag. I was old enough to know something about it didn’t feel right.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” he asked.   
 
    “It’s hard enough trying to get my head around losing my dad, but the whole thing was so over the top.  It wasn’t how my dad was, he was this quiet, unassuming guy. If he wasn’t at work he was with us.  He didn’t really have hobbies.  Anything he did outside of work was always with us or involved the firehouse. He taught me to play basketball, helped me out with school projects, took us on road trips, but he wasn’t showy.  I kept imagining him thinking the whole thing was stupid and he’d hate it. A part of me was being selfish. My dad touched a lot of people.  His friends, the guys at work, there were people at the funeral who he had saved over the years.  The family of the woman he,” I falter and Nick reaches out to squeeze my hand, he doesn’t keep hold of it.  “Her family came too.  To show their respects, to know they were grateful he tried.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine how hard that was.  It was bad enough the small ceremony we had.  I hated how people were looking at me.” 
 
    “Right?  Like they felt sorry for you, but it also felt like they were saying, look at me being here for these people who lost someone. It wasn’t meant maliciously at all, but that was how I saw it.  The funeral was on the news. I was proud of him, I didn’t express that very well at the time and I didn’t want all those people crying over losing someone I loved.  He was mine.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you did something un-funeral like?” he raises his eyes to me and there is a hint of amusement behind the sadness. 
 
     “They put his helmet on the casket,” I stare into space, envisioning the moment.  Knowing my father was in that box but not really fully accepting he was gone.  “I don’t know if they intended to bury it with him. I never asked.  But it was mine.  That was all I could think.  He used to let me wear it when I went to the firehouse.  So basically fuck everyone and what they want.  I got up while the priest was talking, grabbed that helmet and ran.” 
 
    “No shit?” he widens his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah….” I chuckle.  “Like a line-backer, I was out of there, dodging and weaving.” 
 
    Nick bursts out laughing and I grin at him.  “What happened?” 
 
    “I got away with it and hid behind a tree.  Lou found me about ten minutes later.  I thought he was going to kick my ass, he was dad’s best friend.  But he sat beside me, didn’t try to take the helmet, he let me cling to it, took my spare hand and we sat there until everyone left. He told me to keep it safe.  Dad wouldn’t have wanted anyone else but me to have it.” 
 
    We sat in silence then.  I hadn’t told him because I was expecting him to reciprocate. Adam said he wasn’t really talking to them and sometimes it took speaking to a stranger, or someone you barely knew, to allow you to open up.   
 
    “My Warwick is like that,” he finally says.  “My bass.  It got stolen.” 
 
    I nod but don’t let any sympathy or pity show, which isn’t what he needs to see right now. 
 
    “It belonged to my grandfather.  Mom had it on display in the house for years and when I started to show an interest, she told me I had to learn and be the best before I got to play my grandpa’s Warwick.  I worked damn hard.” 
 
    “It shows,” I nudge him.  “You’re in a pretty decent band, semi-recognizable,” I tilt my hand back and forth in a so-so gesture. 
 
    He laughs again.  “Yeah, Ad said you had no fucking clue who we were.” 
 
    “I am not ashamed of that,” I take a sip of my beer and look nonchalantly at him. 
 
    “It probably helps.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “How he feels about you,” Nick glances over at his friend, who is laughing with a couple of guys at the bar.  “Not saying this to piss you off or offend you,” he says, giving me a slight side-eye.  “But Ad has been with a few fairly famous women, or women who are out to use him for what they can get from him.  You’re different.  You didn’t know who the hell he was and I get the impression there is nothing you want that you couldn’t get yourself.” 
 
    “My mom raised me to look out for myself.” 
 
    “She was right to do that.  There are a lot of assholes in the world.  People use us all the time.  Look at the cunt who used that fucktard of a roadie to get on our bus,” his hand clenches around his glass, the knuckles turn white.   
 
    It reminds me I was trying to make a point about my dad’s helmet.   
 
    “You wanna know where my dad’s helmet is?  It’s in a box, in my mom’s attic.  I don’t think its seen the light of day for a decade if I’m being honest.” 
 
    He nods, looking a little resigned, which makes me think my advice is not going to be welcome or go over like I thought it would.   
 
    “I’ll never forget my mom, or what her giving me that guitar meant.  I don’t associate the guitar with my love for her.  You were gonna say something along those lines right.” 
 
    “I guess it was a bit of a cliché.” 
 
    “No, it’s right, to a degree.  I get what you’re saying, like with your dad’s helmet. It doesn’t symbolise your love for your dad.  It’s an object that can be attached to his memory but if it wasn’t there anymore, or it’s out of sight, it doesn’t mean you love him any less.   
 
    “The guitar was a thing between us, she wanted me to become the best I could be and she made me work for it. Mom was a big believer in working hard for what you want.  She never just handed anything over, not to say she was a hard ass, she wasn’t mean or any shit like that, but she saw my potential and she wanted me to see it too.   
 
    “She rewarded me with the guitar I admired most of my life, right before she passed away.  She never got to see us like we are now but she knew we were going to make it, and I swore I’d do it for her.  But I did it for me too, you know?” he sighs heavily.  “That guitar was my reward but it was my hard work that got it, my love for music, for the instrument.  It doesn’t take away how much I loved…love my mom that the guitar is gone.  It was a shock when I found out it was gone and yeah, it made me think of my mom, but I earned that guitar.  Her ghost isn’t attached to it.” 
 
    “I get it,” I say softly.   
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I do actually.  It was more than a keepsake, or a memory.  It was an ideal.  An achievement to make her proud.” 
 
    “Yep,” he leans back in the seat and I turn my head to hold his eyes.   
 
    “But all this,” I wave my hand around and he looks about the bar, at his bandmates, the people who make up this whole roadshow they have going on.  “This is the evidence of your hard work, Nick.” 
 
    His brow pinches and he takes the time to look around us.  Archer and Jordan are doing shots, making more noise than we realised being so caught up in our conversation. Jordan is pissing himself laughing as Arch chokes and spits his liquor out.  A rowdy card game is being played on another table.  Adam is still chilling with a bartender and Stone, the bodyguard.  Everyone is smiling and laughing.   
 
    “Family,” he says. 
 
    “Yep,” I smile.  “Don’t get me wrong, I hope you get it back, I really do.  But if you’re thinking it’s a symbol of what you’ve achieved, and that is what you’ve lost, then you really only need to look at these idiots to see that isn’t true.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I’d be able to articulate what it meant,” he says, eyeing me.  “These guys loved my mom too, knew her giving me the guitar was a big deal but, I don’t think they would understand.  I’m still not sure I’ve got it across to you.” 
 
    “You don’t need to,” I give him a soft smile.   
 
    “Plus the fucking thing is worth about thirty grand.  I’m pretty pissed the assholes who stole it probably won’t realise what they’ve got, and someone is gonna end up with a super expensive guitar they have no respect for.” 
 
    “You have insurance though, right?” 
 
    “Fucks sake,” he grumbles but he laughs too.  He holds his glass up to Adam who nods and turns to the bartender.  “I want it back, don’t get me wrong.  It is sentimental, it belongs to me.  But you’re right, the world won’t end if I don’t get it back.” 
 
    I tap my fingers over my lips, raising my eyes to the ceiling.  “You should start a campaign,” I tell him.  He arches a brow, confused.  “Use all that you’ve achieved.  Your fans, the press, Instagram bloggers and vloggers.  Make it a whole thing.  Find this guitar for BreakNeck.  Make it so that no one would ever be able to buy or sell it.” 
 
    “You mean offer a reward?” 
 
    “Hell no.  Unless you want to, but it wouldn’t have to come to that,” I add.  “I mean get it trending on every social media platform.  Hell, give it its own Instagram page.  Find The Warwick,” I hold up my hands like the words are in lights.  “You must have people who run your social media for you.” 
 
    “You’re nuts,” he says as Adam makes his way over carrying a tray of bottles and glasses.  
 
    “There are millions of people out there who would love nothing more than to get that guitar back for you.  And not for money, but because of how much they love the band and what the music means to them.  Shit, if Axl Rose told his fans he lost his favourite cycling shorts, I’m sure his fan clubs would create a huge call to arms.” 
 
    That got him really laughing and drew the rest of his bandmates attention.   
 
    “Did you just mention Axl Rose’s cycling shorts?” Jordan looks over.  He gives an appreciative nod.  “That man knew how to wear a pair of cycling shorts.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna believe the idea your woman just had about my bass,” Nick says with a laugh, as Adam passes out drinks.   
 
    “Yeah?” he looks at me questioningly. 
 
    “Who has Trey’s number?” 
 
    “Trey who?” Jordan asks. 
 
    “The guy who does our social media,” Nick says.  “The college graduate Bianca wants to bone.” 
 
    Archer bursts out laughing, Jordan looks confused but after shouting around one of the guys at another table says he knows him.  Nick explains my ridiculous idea as he types out a message.  Everyone is drunk enough to think it’s the best thing they’ve ever heard and before we’ve finished the drinks, Nick has already got this Trey guy working on a new Instagram page.  Jordan wants to take pictures of the band in various poses beseeching the safe return of ‘The Warwick’. I duck out of the way when that starts.   
 
    It is a testament to how big this band is and how much they are loved when a little over an hour later, the page has almost a million followers, groups of people are setting up treasure hunts and creating competitions to find the guitar first and ‘The Warwick’ is trending.   
 
    The party atmosphere dulls a little when Bianca arrives, and not just because she wants to know what the hell this whole guitar thing is, and who authorised it, but she also has Erica and her bitchy faced friend in tow.   
 
    “For fuck’s sake, B, stop being such a Debbie Downer.  It’s an awesome idea, not only for the publicity, we’re gonna get my boy’s bass back.  I can feel it in my bones.” 
 
    “Your broken bones?” Archer hoots. 
 
    Bianca rolls her eyes.  “You still should have run this by me, whose bright idea was it anyway?  Trey should be coming to me to authorise any new social media.” 
 
    “It is a fucking awesome idea,” Jordan says, draining his glass.  “She should be our new publicist, she has all the fun ideas,” he winks at me.   
 
    Bianca turns to look at me, the pinched smile on her face showing that she is clearly not impressed with what Jordan said.  Bianca doesn’t want to chastise me in front of everyone but at the same time, she is struggling to agree this is a good idea.  All I did was make a stupid suggestion, I didn’t think they would run with it.  I avert my eyes, I don’t know what I did to make Bianca dislike me but I don’t want to cause any more stress to the band. 
 
    “No harm, no foul, B,” Archer says.  “If it brings the Warwick home, then it’s worth every second of Trey’s time.  And looks like the fans are having fun with it too.” 
 
    “It made Nicholas smile,” Jordan points out, his arms folded over his chest, as best he can with his cast.  He is looking at Bianca like she pissed in his whiskey.  “And no one had to show their tits, which is a bit of a downer,” his lips pout out. 
 
    “Hey,” Adam slaps the back of his head.  It was something I’d seen them all do at one time or another.  Jordan looks surprised when they do it though and I can’t help but laugh, earning another wink from him. “Jordan is right, it is just a bit of fun, what’s the issue?” 
 
    Bianca knows she’s outnumbered but for now she gives a tight smile then makes some excuses and heads to the bar.  The other girl, whose name I still don’t know, heads to Jordan with a smile.  He welcomes her on to his lap, they’re giggling away and within seconds, his tongue is down her throat.  Adam scratches the back of his neck after glancing at them then moves swiftly away, like he is going to catch something if he stays too close.  
 
    “Typical Thursday night,” Nick mutters to me, but his gaze goes up beyond Adam who is pulling the chair out and sliding in next to me.  I glance over and see Erica look at Adam and I instinctively reach for his hand, which he takes and pulls down on to his lap, as he moves in close.  He hasn’t even noticed she is behind him as he nuzzles his face into the side of my neck, running his nose up my jaw and nibbling on my earlobe.   
 
    “You having fun?” he asks.   
 
    “Mm, yeah,” I whisper, keeping my eyes locked on Erica.  Nick starts laughing beside me, drawing her attention.  “You?” I turn my eyes to him. 
 
    “I know something we could be doing that would make me happier,” he waggles his brows at me, before diving in for a kiss.  I’ve never been big on PDA’s but I let him cup my chin and kiss me slowly.  “Wanna get out of here?” he asks in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes, she does, so scram,” Nick says taking Adam’s drink and finishing it for him.  “Go make sweet love to your woman.” 
 
    Archer bursts out laughing and Jordan, who has come up for air, whoops loudly.  I duck my head in embarrassment, Adam gets to his feet and pulls me up, wrapping his arms around me, getting two handfuls of my ass.  I bury my head in his shoulder as everyone cheers.   
 
    “Jesus,” I mutter against his neck.   
 
    “Get used to it,” Adam says, pulling back he looks at me with a slow smile.  He’s eyeing me like I’m a tasty piece of meat he wants to take a chunk out of.  “These animals don’t know how to behave themselves.” 
 
    He bends down and plucks me off my feet, tossing me over his shoulder.  I lose sight of everyone as he spins me around to cheers and clapping.  I don’t bother trying to get him to put me down, I wouldn’t be heard over the racket.  I cover my face with one hand and cling on to his t-shirt with the other so I don’t fall.  As he heads for the stairs, I notice Erica going over to Bianca and the two of them whispering at each other.  I shouldn’t be happy he didn’t seem to realise Erica was there, but I am. Gloating is beneath me, but I can’t help looking at her as Adam bounds up the steps, jostling me enough that any smug expression I want to give her isn’t happening.  Adam slaps my ass taking my attention.     
 
    He puts me down when we reach the top of the stairs and I wobble a little on my feet.  He chuckles and gives me a sweet kiss that quickly turns dirtier as he presses me against the graffitied wall, one thick thigh pushing between my legs, I wantonly writhe against until I notice Stone, he’s not looking, but it freaks me out.  Adam notices and glances behind him.   
 
    “Sorry, I just can’t keep my hands off you.” 
 
    “Can we get out of here so you don’t have to?” I arch a brow. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” he grabs my hand and practically barrels down the hallway.   
 
    There is a car waiting for us and Stone gets into the passenger seat while we get in the back.  It isn’t far to the hotel and Adam manages to calm himself enough not to maul me in front of the two men.   
 
    “Thanks,” he says, pulling me against his side, wrapping an arm around me. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Nick,” he says.  “He looked happier after talking to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, we shared a few things.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me,” he assures. “I’m glad he was opening up and he seemed better after your talk, so thank you.  I don’t think he was getting what he needed from us.” 
 
    “He’s gonna be okay,” I reassure him.  “I know you were worried, but he’s fine.” 
 
    “I think your zany scheme to create a personality for his bass helped.” 
 
    “I had no idea he was going to do that, it was just a stupid idea.” 
 
    “Well, crazier things have happened.  Imagine the story it would make if we did get the guitar back through this.  You’ll be his hero.” 
 
    “Heroine.” 
 
    “Okay, grammar police.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a dude.” 
 
    “No, you’re definitely not,” his lids lower and his eyes darken as he stares at me.  His hand lands on my thigh and starts stroking it, moving higher with each pass.  “I’m serious, it means a lot you care enough about my friends to help.  No one has ever taken the time to include them like you have. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met, Jenna.” 
 
    He looks straight into my eyes, like he is trying to see inside of me and figure out how I am so different from other women.  I want to tell him I’m a normal girl from Brooklyn who was raised to value herself and be respectful and helpful to those who need it.  He keeps staring, making me hold my breath. 
 
    “God I need to be inside you,” he mumbles against my neck. “You’re perfect, Jenna.  So fucking sexy, and sweet. I never want to let you go.” 
 
    I touch my hand to his cheek.  He’s a little drunk, hell I’m feeling the effects of the booze too but there is something more going on here.  I know how I feel, I’m not sure now is the right time to say it.  His eyes are flicking between mine and I wait anxiously, wondering, hoping he is going to say it first, so I know I’m not the only one feeling this.  But he tears his eyes away from me and barks at the driver. 
 
    “Fuck, man, are we nearly there yet?”   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
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      “You have no idea how much I would kill to switch places with you right now.” 
 
    “Even after hearing I’ve been stuck in a stand still traffic jam for nearly two hours in a small van with dodgy air conditioning?  Plus a level eight hang over?” 
 
    “Yes,” Brooke moaned.   
 
    She lay back on her office chair, slouching dramatically.  I was grateful I snagged the back row of the van behind Kevin and Elle who are working on her laptop, they at least only have to hear my side of the conversation with my headphones in.  My best friend’s hair is messy, something I haven’t seen for a while, she is always so put together. 
 
    “Why exactly are you going full on Scarlett O’Hara again?” 
 
    She glares at me. “There is no shame in behaving like Scarlett O’Hara,” she sniffs.  “I quite like to be defined by my determination and drive to achieve what I want to the best of my ability.  And the stupid Assistant DA on this case I’m working is hampering my abilities to do that by being a complete asshole.” 
 
    I didn’t want to know but I still asked, “Why?” 
 
    “It’s too complicated to explain,” she shook her head and sat up, knowing I wouldn’t want to hear about it.  She leaned forward and propped her iPad up so she could still see me on the screen.  “When will you be home?” 
 
    “By the end of the week,” I glance up as the van starts to move again, we’re not stop starting like we had been for the last thirty minutes, but there isn’t much speed.  “We have a signing tomorrow in Birmingham then we fly to Dublin.” 
 
    Brooke makes a weird moaning sound.  “See, jealous!  If you run into Eoin Macken while you’re there, you better give him my phone number.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I despair of you,” she runs a hand through her hair.  “Google his fine ass.  Trust me, you’ll get why I’m so upset about you going to Dublin and potentially meeting him.  You’re just being greedy, you already have a rock star.” 
 
    “You do realise Dublin is a big city, full of thousands of people?” I arch a brow. 
 
    She shrugs. “We need a night out when you get back. A proper night out, not McAllister’s.  I need to get laid.  Any of those band members of Adam’s looking for a fling with a workaholic, commitment-phobe, feminist?” 
 
    “I’m sure they’d all jump at that offer.” 
 
    “Bitch,” she smirks.  “I mean it though, we need a girls night.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agree, but it will probably be the last thing I want to do after all this travelling.  “How are things going anyway?  Have you seen much of Meg?” 
 
    “It’s weird,” she says.  “We caught up at McAllister’s last week.  She was talking about that fighter from your gym, Joey?” 
 
    “They’re seeing each other?” I ask in surprise. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but they’re talking.” 
 
    Sam will keep an eye on them but part of me is cheering her on.  “It might not be the worst thing that could happen.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she muses.  “But I haven’t seen her since then, she’s text a few times but hasn’t wanted to meet up, she says she’s busy, although I’m super busy at the minute too, so I probably couldn’t spare the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, she told me she had taken on extra work and couldn’t train at the gym as much because of it.” 
 
    “We should definitely invite her on our night out,” she looks thoughtful for a moment but smiles evilly at me.  “So, how are you holding up?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “After leaving Sir-Fucks-A-Lot behind.” 
 
    My cheeks flush and I glare for that comment.  “I don’t know if it was a good thing or bad thing seeing him,” I say, noticing Kevin turn his head slightly.  “Only because it’s harder being away from him again,” I add for Brooke and Kevin’s benefit.  Then I lower my voice, hoping Kevin would take the hint.  “Things got pretty intense.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “A few times, I thought maybe we were gonna… you know.” 
 
    “Do anal?” 
 
    I choke on my breath and this time Elle and Kevin look at me.  I assure them I’m okay by holding up my hand. “No,” I snip at Brooke.   
 
    “You’ve thought about it though, haven’t you?  I see that gleam in your eye.” 
 
    “I am not referring to that or any other instance of that nature.” 
 
    Brooke laughs loudly.  “Okay, so what is it that has you so riled up?” 
 
    “The way he looks at me sometimes,” I say softly.  I couldn’t fault him for not saying it, it wasn’t like I instigated a conversation about our feelings either.  “I mean, I don’t know how I feel, I think I do, but I’m not sure if he is on the same page.  And it’s that awkward thing where no one knows how to make the first move.” 
 
    “You mean the L word, right?” she moves closer to the camera.  “Just so you and I are on the same page.” 
 
    I roll my eyes but nod.  She’s my best friend and always my first call when I need advice. 
 
    “Girl, he had hearts in his eyes the first time I met him. It was like no one else was in that bar, he couldn’t keep his eyes off you.  And he hadn’t even got in your pants at that point.  He’s dragged you across the country, wined, dined and fucked you senseless and then brought you on tour with him-” 
 
    “I wasn’t on tour with him,” I interrupt. 
 
    She waves her hand.  “In one way or another, when was the last time you went a day without communicating with him?” 
 
    I shrug, I haven’t thought about that, but she’s right.  He sent me a text to wish me good morning every day since I left LA and we chat before bed, either by text, call or video call.   
 
    “You don’t need me to tell you how you feel, Jen.  You’re pretty smart.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh, looking out of the window, realising we are actually picking up speed.   
 
    “You’re not backwards in coming forwards, girl.  You know what you want, you go after it…” she studies me silently.  “You really love him don’t you?” 
 
    Biting my bottom lip I give a quick nod of my head.   
 
    “You are too cute,” she smiles.  “When he gets back, tell him.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t feel the same?” 
 
    “You said it yourself, he looked like he wanted to say something to you too.” 
 
    “Maybe he wants to end it after the tour, maybe it’ll be too hard for us to stay together.” 
 
    “If Iz could hear you talking like this, she’d beat your ass black and blue.  Man I know they say love makes you insecure but you, Jenna Montanari, are not a cliché.  Grab him by the balls and tell him how you feel.  I can guaran-fucking-tee you, he’ll say it back.” 
 
    “And nothing I say will convince you otherwise,” I say drolly.   
 
    “Exactly.  And if for some bizarre, unfathomable reason he tells you otherwise, then it’s his loss and he wouldn’t be worthy of you anyway.  But I don’t think I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say quietly. 
 
    “How long till his tour winds up?” 
 
    “They’ll be back in the states in another three weeks. I’m not sure when he’ll get to New York, he has some stuff to do in LA before the band relocate for a few months.” 
 
    “That isn’t so bad.  If you want, I can leave you a supply of batteries at your place when I go feed the plants.  You wouldn’t want anything to seize up while you’re waiting for him.” 
 
    “You’re right Brooke,” I say dryly.  “You do need to get laid.” 
 
    She splutters for a few seconds then we both laugh.   
 
    “Can’t wait to see your face, Montanari.” 
 
    “Or yours.  Kick the DA’s ass.” 
 
    “Oh,” she gave me a smug grin.  “I intend to wipe the smile of that sexy bastard’s face.” 
 
    “Sexy?!” I shriek.  “Oh my God, do you have a thing for the DA?” 
 
    Brooke looked as if she’d swallowed her tongue.  “Be right there!” she shouts.   
 
    “Don’t you dare pretend someone wants you,” I pull the phone closer to my face. 
 
    “I really do have to go now,” she says, her hand reaching to end the call. 
 
    “Are you seriously going to hang up on me after that comment?  Just because we’re not in the same country doesn’t mean you can avoid me!” 
 
    “It was such a pleasure chatting.  But I have to run.  Byeeee.” 
 
    The screen went blank as she ended the call.   
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    The last few days of the tour are a whirlwind of difficulties, I barely have time to worry about Brooke and this DA guy.  We encounter our first real issue in the Birmingham bookstore.  A shipment of Elle’s books hasn’t arrived in time for the signing.  They have limited stock and a queue of people waiting to buy and have a book signed.  There is nothing I can do, short of staff rushing to get stock from the other stores in the area to bring over.  The majority of fans don’t seem to mind, they got other books signed, already brought their own copy or Elle was signing stationery the store provided. Elle offers to take photographs but there are a few disgruntled people who don’t seem to understand Elle wasn’t involved in the provision of the actual books, and started bad mouthing her on social media. 
 
    Elle didn’t seem bothered about those people, she focused on the fans who were there to meet her and was as wonderful with them as the fans hoped one of their favourite authors would be.   
 
    The manager promises to give out a book token to anyone who wants to buy the book after the fact, with money off, at their cost.  It isn’t the same as getting a book signed by the author but people take them up on it.  It isn’t ideal, but it isn’t as disastrous as I thought when in the midst of the panic. 
 
    After the signing, we go straight to the airport and fly to Dublin.  We check into The Alex Hotel, which is a beautiful and modern building on Fenian Street, close to Trinity College.  I absolutely adore my room, with its dark wood, plush carpets and beautiful décor.  I could have spent the night lounging in my room but Elle and Kevin want to go to Temple Bar, the famous drinking district of Dublin.  It is a twenty minute walk, the weather is nice and we get to see some of the sights. 
 
    We will spend three days here before finally heading home and with only one event, a book signing, reading and Q&A session tomorrow we have plenty of time to relax for the final leg of our trip.  Part of me is looking forward to getting back to New York, but another is disappointed my time in Europe is almost over.  I can’t complain, in the last two months I’d gone to so many new places, seen some amazing sights and had some really fun times meeting new friends and, of course, I can’t forget Adam.  He makes a lot of it that much more special.   
 
    The band is on their way to Liverpool for a show. I have his schedule memorized and follow them on social media, including the infamous “Warwick” Instagram page, which has quietened down some. There are still daily posts, someone photo-shopping images of the Warwick in various different locales.  Adam told me, as much as Bianca isn’t thrilled about the idea of the Warwick getting its own page, even she had to admit it brought the band a lot more publicity, positive too, but the police are no closer to finding out what happened to the band’s equipment.  
 
    As we head into the third bar of the evening, and more than a little tipsy my phone buzzes with a text from Nick.  We’ve text back and forth a few times over the last couple of days.  Adam passed on my number and doesn’t seem to mind his friend chatting with me.   
 
      
 
    Nick: check this out…. 
 
      
 
    A picture follows of the four of them on a street next to a bronze statue of John Lennon, leaning against a brick wall with his hands in his pockets. Jordan holds his drumsticks up as though playing the top of the statue’s head, Archer is striking a similar pose as the statue, looking off into the distance and Adam and Nick are pulling goofy faces, their hands held up high.  I let out a laugh and show Elle and Kevin.   
 
      
 
    Me: Wow! Super jealous, have you been to the Cavern Club? 
 
    Nick: Nah, Bianca would have a conniption if we got in an enclosed space.  We’re just tryna be incognito to see some sights 
 
    Me:  Not sure you’re doing a good job of blending in 
 
    Nick: LOL 
 
      
 
    Another photograph comes from Adam this time.  One of them has held up their band t-shirt so it looked like Lennon is wearing it. 
 
      
 
    Adam:  Look where we are!  This is more like the t-shirts you should be wearing 
 
    Me: Nick just sent me a pic too.  I’m sure he would have been a huge fan! 
 
    Adam: Course he would.  It’s so awesome here, you’d love it.   
 
      
 
    Nick: Oh shit 
 
    Me: what? 
 
      
 
    Adam: Jordan just posted a pic of us on Instagram saying we’re in Mathew Street. 
 
    Me: Oh no 
 
      
 
    Nick: Cats outta the bag, Jordan and his big mouth.  There are people gathering. 
 
      
 
    Adam: There are people coming from everywhere 
 
      
 
    I stop in the middle of the street and stare at my phone, my heart in my mouth.  I quickly pull up their Instagram page and see the same photo Nick sent me as well as a few others of them goofing around, making it blatantly obvious where they are. 
 
      
 
    Me:  It’s blowing up on Instagram 
 
      
 
    I scroll through the comments of excited fans shocked to learn the band are wandering around Liverpool.   
 
      
 
    Adam: I’ll call soon, gotta get out of this.  Fucking Jordan. 
 
      
 
    There is no point in responding.  He will let me know when it’s safe but I still worry something could go wrong.   
 
      
 
    Nick: Fucking Jordan.   
 
      
 
    I chuckle at Nick repeating Adam’s words.  I can picture them slapping Jordan on the back of his head.     
 
    Once we make it into the Porterhouse Pub, Elle and I grab a table while Kevin goes to the bar. We sit side by side watching BreakNeck’s Instagram page go crazy with photographs of the band.  They stop to take pictures with fans and sign autographs. They look smiley and not at all concerned but they still have to be careful. 
 
    Another picture pops up of Jordan blowing air kisses, captioned ‘Love you Liverpool’ then a final one from the inside of a black cab, of three hands giving him the finger, his hands on his cheeks as though appalled. 
 
    “Those boys are nuts,” Elle laughs beside me.   
 
    “Tell me about it,” I smile, putting my phone on the table and gratefully accepting another pint of Guinness from Kevin.  We are going full on Irish tonight.   
 
    “They live such a crazy life,” Elle says, sipping from her glass leaving a white frothy moustache.  Kevin snaps a picture of her before she can wipe it away, and she swats his hand.  “It was amazing getting to be a part of that,” Elle gushes.  “My niece is so jealous I got a photo with the band and saw the show from backstage.  You know, I really didn’t want to face the situation on a European tour, but I’m so glad I did it.  Not just because of them,” she laughs.  “The whole thing has been such a wonderful adventure.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry about Birmingham,” I tell her. 
 
    “Would you stop,” she put a hand on my arm.  “It wasn’t your fault, it worked out okay.” 
 
    “Elle’s agent put out a press release,” Kevin reminds me.  “All that bullshit with those non-fans isn’t a problem.  The real fans have totally backed Elle up on social media. It has had no negative effect on book sales.” 
 
    “Still,” I glance at the table. 
 
    “Stop! You organised this whole thing so well, and the tour across the States.  I never had to worry about anything the whole time, you and Izzy have looked after me for years now.  Seriously.  Iz is really proud of you.” 
 
    “She is?”  I can’t lie, I spent hours worrying how Izzy would react to this screw up, even though she told me not to worry, easier said than done.   
 
    “Yes!” Elle took my arm and shook it.  “And…I wanted to wait to tell you guys this but I can’t hold it in anymore.” 
 
    Kevin and I look at each other before turning back to Elle. 
 
    “I hit the New York Times Bestseller List this morning.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek.  “I can’t believe I didn’t know that!” 
 
    Kevin’s mouth drops open in shock while Elle sits there, a beaming smile on her face.  We all jump up, hug and shout while congratulating Elle.  People around us see us celebrating and don’t seem to care why but join in and before long, a whole party is going on.  I’ve never come across such friendly people before, a lot of them Irish but others are from all over the world, even a group of Americans join us.   
 
    I’m drunk enough to have a fine old time, but not enough to lose my faculties.  I’m well aware any more alcohol is a bad idea, so have been nursing a glass of coke for the last twenty minutes.  I check my phone now and then to see if Adam has sent another message, but it’s been radio silence since his last one berating Jordan.  At least I know they are safe from their Instagram posts. 
 
    “You look really familiar,” one of the American guys says to me. 
 
    “If that is a pickup line, don’t bother,” Kevin interjects from beside me.  “She’s totally taken.  And no offence, but you wouldn’t stand a chance against her guy.” 
 
    “Kevin,” I hiss, one that was rude, and two he doesn’t need to defend me.    
 
    “No, no,” the guy holds his hands up in defence.  “It wasn’t a line.  You just…I’ve seen you before, hey Shelley,” he nudges the girl beside him.  “Doesn’t she?  She looks like someone.  Who is it?” he has a weird drunken frown on his face as he tries to figure out how he knows me.  His friend, Shelley shrugs as she looks at me.   
 
    I’ve never seen this guy before in my life so he has to be thinking of someone else.  I’m about to tell him that when he snaps his fingers. 
 
    “Ohhhh, I remember now,” he points at Kevin.  “Yeah, man I wouldn’t stand a chance,” he laughs loudly.  “You’re the girl Aidan Gass is all over. The singer from BreakNeck.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I straighten from the bar and look at this kid with wide eyes.   
 
    “Yeah, you’re like trending.  Everyone wants to know who you are.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    He fumbles out his phone.  His friend Shelley now realises what he means and starts enthusiastically nodding her head at me.  I lean in to look at his phone and there it is, right in front of my face.  A photograph of me and Adam.  Then another.  And another.  All from inside the bar in London, Knowhere Special, we are close together, he’s touching me in most of the pictures.  Nick is in a few. 
 
    The headlines question who I am, what I’m doing with the band, some insinuating things that make my blood boil.  The only people in the bar that night were with the band.  Someone they trusted took those pictures and sold them.  Again. 
 
    Everything around me turns to white noise.  It will only be a matter of time before I’m identified.  The last time, my face wasn’t clear, with these I might as well have been posing for the camera.  Any anonymity we hoped for has well and truly blown right the fuck up. 
 
    I’m shocked out of my trance when Kevin leans across me and pushes the guy to the side.   
 
    “Hey, don’t do that!” Kevin shouts knocking the phone out of his hand and I realise he was trying to take my picture.  “Come on,” Kevin grabs me and pulls me away from the group, who are now staring at me with a different look in their eyes.   
 
    Elle is getting our things and hurrying towards the exit.  People start shouting behind us as we dash out into the busy street.  Luckily, it’s so busy we dart away from the bar without anyone following us.  I blindly follow the others. Kevin has his hand around my upper arm, helping me along.  Elle finds us a cab.  I barely manage to get my head around what happened, so am grateful they’re here to get us back to the hotel.   
 
    “Are you alright?” Elle asks.  I’m sandwiched between them.   
 
    “I don’t…I’m not sure what…” 
 
    “Maybe you should call Aidan,” she says with a sympathetic look on her face.   
 
    Elle is famous in her own right, maybe not to the extent Adam and the rest of the band are, but she is a public figure and I saw first-hand how people turned on her just a few days ago, when she had no way of controlling the situation she found herself in. 
 
    So many people love and adore Adam, as Aidan.  They’ve cultivated his image as a single, hot rock star and seeing him all over someone, the press will be relentless trying to find out who I am.  I wish I hadn’t drank so much because not only is this situation getting to me, but I also feel the alcohol swishing around my stomach, I am going to puke.   
 
    “Take deep breaths,” Kevin says, his voice gentle.  “It’s gonna be alright.  We’ll get back to the hotel and figure this out,” he gives my hand a squeeze, which I only now realise has been in his since we got in the cab.   
 
    I pull out my phone and search, finding more news outlets got a hold of the pictures.  With every new article my heart plummets.   
 
    “It’s all over,” I say quietly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Elle asks me. 
 
    I am in total shock.  Seeing myself like this, my morals and character being questioned by complete strangers.  This is only the beginning.  Adam told me repeatedly his life is difficult in the spotlight, to a degree I understood what he meant. I’m not prepared for this.   
 
    “Life…my life isn’t going to be the same.  And I don’t know if I can deal with that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
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    I burst onto the stage where the roadies are setting up for sound check, barely able to contain the anger raging through me.  Dex is fiddling with his drum kit on the raised dais.  Nick is sat in the corner on top of an amp, his earphones are in as he stares at his phone.  I don’t see Arch but he isn’t who I’m searching for. 
 
    Bianca’s head rises when I spot her.  Her back straightens as I storm across the stage.  I swing up my phone, images of the stories I’d woken to this morning clear for her to see. 
 
    “What the fuck is this, Bianca?” 
 
    “I saw,” she says, holding up a hand.  “I was going to talk to you about it.  It’s out there now and we can’t take it back.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Bianca?”  I run a hand through my hair as I drop my other arm, letting the phone dangle at my side. 
 
    “I’ve called Hannah about how to spin it.  We’re going to deny there is anything going on and she is just a girl you met in a bar in London.” 
 
    I stop, my eyes lock on hers.  “You did what?” 
 
    “Bianca, for fucks sake,” Archer steps around me.   
 
    I called Jenna as soon as I woke up and saw the news but got no answer.  My texts went unread too.  The photographs have been out there for hours.  After our antics yesterday, we’d let loose and got drunk knowing we had the day to recover before the show.  I don’t know if Jenna saw any of this but the fact she isn’t answering my calls is worrying.  Now this? 
 
    “Don’t you dare put that out, Bianca, I mean it.  Call Hannah now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Aidan, but you don’t get to tell me how to manage this band.” 
 
    I glare at her, heat rising into my face.  Arch knows I’m about to blow my top.   
 
    “The success of this band is based on you guys being available.  You think the female fans want to know that you have some girl-” 
 
    “Some girl?” I cut in.  “Jenna is not some girl and you damn well know that.” 
 
    Arch puts a hand on my shoulder, but also glares in Bianca’s direction.  Out of the corner of my eye I see Nick approach, a frown on his face.   
 
    “Everyone take five,” Arch shouts.  Roadies and venue staff have all stopped what they’re doing to watch.  “Clear the stage!” he shouts when no one moves.   
 
    We wait silently as people file out.  Nick reaches us and gives me a questioning look.  I hand my phone to him.   
 
    “Jesus,” Nick breathes out.  “Who the fuck did this?” he asks. 
 
    “I’m looking into it,” Bianca says.   
 
    “The only people in the bar that night was crew,” Nick snaps back. “People who work with us and the bar staff.  And,” he examines the photos again, swiping through them before he continues.  “The two guys behind the bar are in all the pictures.  So this,” he waves the phone.  “Came from someone we know.” 
 
    I hadn’t considered that.  Nick is right.  We ensured we were the only people in the bar.  
 
    “When exactly where you planning on telling us about this?” Arch turns to Bianca too, his arms folded over his chest. “You were just gonna put out a press release that Jenna is some nobody groupie without even talking to him?” 
 
    “What?” Nick’s face is thunderous.   
 
    “It’s for the good of the band,” Bianca sniffs.  “I will always make decisions that show you in the best light.” 
 
    “And that means throwing Jenna under the bus?” I walk towards her.  “Did you even stop and think about how this affects her?  These pictures are bad enough. But denying I know her, that she means nothing to me. Are you fucked in the head?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like that,” Bianca snarls.  “You have never questioned my decisions before, and I have never done anything to cause damage to your reputation.  The label agrees with me, Aidan.  It isn’t the right time for you to be in a relationship.” 
 
    “Do you even hear yourself?” I shake my head in disbelief.  “No one, not you, not the record label, no one, gets to tell me when I can be in a relationship.” 
 
    “And not for nothing,” Arch steps up beside me.  “But someone on the label’s payroll took and sold these pictures.  The leak came from inside.  If I didn’t know any better…” he trails off and shares a glance with Nick, then looks to me. 
 
    I huff out an incredulous laugh as I click to what he is getting at. We have known each other a long time and are all pretty perceptive to each other.  
 
    “Is this your play?” I ask her.   
 
    “What?”  Bianca shakes her head.  “You think I want this kind of press for you?”   
 
    “You don’t like the idea of me being with someone,” I say, as it all starts coming together in my head.  “And this is the perfect way to break us up, that’s what you think, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m pretty certain we just established that I don’t want this kind of press,” she huffs. 
 
    “Is it because you don’t want me with anyone, or is it just Jenna?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes.  “You have work to do, Aidan.  I’m not about to stand here and waste time on this conversation.  You need to get on with sound check then go get ready for your performance.” 
 
    “There never seemed to be an issue with me dating before.” 
 
    “None of those relationships were serious.” 
 
    “Erica was.” 
 
    She pinches her lips together.  Erica and Bianca showed at the bar together that night. Not that we wouldn’t normally invite our manager, but Jordan didn’t want to be scrutinised all night and Bianca would do that.  Erica would have had an invite as part of the crew.     
 
    “Fuck me,” Nick mutters. 
 
    “What happened to my phone?” I ask in a low voice. 
 
    She looks as if she doesn’t understand what I’m referring to. “Your phone is right there.” 
 
    I smile grimly at her.  “The night of the show in London.  I lost my phone.” 
 
    “You got it back.” 
 
    “Are you deliberately being obtuse?” I shake my head at her. 
 
    “What?” she holds out her hands. 
 
    “My phone goes missing, a crazy fan vaults the table and we’re rushed out of the venue.  You told me you would let Stone know to bring Jenna to the hotel.  Stone told me they didn’t know we’d left, they sat in the green room waiting for us to come back.  Then he took her to the wrong party because that was where he was told to go, and he left her.  She didn’t know where we were.  Jenna told me she called my cell,” I look away for a second.  “But I told her I lost it and…” 
 
    I’d been so relieved to find Jenna in my room that night, then we were all caught up in that crazy reverse harem book of Jenna’s when my phone was returned, I never thought to check but I recall clear as day now. 
 
    “There were no missed calls or texts on my phone when I got it back.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Nick looks over at me.   
 
    “You took my phone?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Bianca says angrily. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Nick holds up his hands.  “Am I hearing what you’re saying?” he gives me an incredulous look.   
 
    “Depends on what you think I’m saying?” I raise a brow at Bianca, never taking my eyes off her.  She shakes her head vehemently and looks mighty pissed off. 
 
    “Did you take his phone, Bianca?” Nick asks. 
 
    “Of course I didn’t.  It was handed in by one of the roadies, you can ask him yourself.” 
 
    “Okay, who is he?” 
 
    “Well,” she shrugs.  “I don’t know every roadie on the tour.” 
 
    Arch laughs but there is no joy in it.  He’s suspicious too.   
 
    “Well, this shit looks tense, who pissed in your cornflakes?  Was it a collective dousing on the complimentary buffet?” 
 
    No one answers Jordan as he lopes across the stage.  He has a goofy look on his face as he comes to a stop, one hand in his jeans pocket, his cast hanging at the other side, covered in scrawl and stickers from the fans yesterday.  Jordan may be a dick at times, the joker of the crew who always ends up in trouble, but he’s one of us and can see the tension immediately.   
 
    “What’d I miss?” 
 
    “Don’t know, what did we all miss, Bianca?” 
 
    “I don’t know where you have got this crazy idea from, Aidan but you’re wrong.  I had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “It’s Adam,” I say in a quiet voice.   
 
    “No, it’s not,” she fires back. 
 
    There is a tense silence.  Even Jordan keeps his mouth shut but his brows rise. 
 
    “I’m done.” 
 
    “Wait…What?” Bianca steps forward as I start to walk away. 
 
    “I have to call my girlfriend and let her know the bullshit press release my manager and label are about to put out has nothing to do with me, and everything to do with you trying to fuck with my life.  You don’t own me, Bianca.  You don’t control me, you manage the band.  Not my goddamn personal life.” 
 
    “Dude, you can’t leave,” Jordan says, he hasn’t questioned what is going on but knows me walking off stage is a big deal. 
 
    “I’ll be back for the show,” I tell him.  “I won’t let my band and fans down but I have something I need to do. I have to fix this,” I glare at Bianca who wisely keeps her mouth shut.  I turn to Nick.  “Have you heard from her?” 
 
    He pulls his phone out and shakes his head after looking at the screen.  “Want me to try?” 
 
    I nod tersely then turn and walk away.  It doesn’t take longer than a minute before the rest of the band follow me off the stage to the sound of Bianca cursing. 
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    We go back to the hotel from the Arena on the waterfront to figure out what the hell is going on, and if what I accused Bianca of is actually true.  She has been with us from the beginning so it is hard to believe she would do this, but she is also a hard ass known to make decisions against our wishes.  We just never argued with her in the past.   
 
    But this.  I’m not going to sit back and shut up on this.   
 
    Jordan is at the door taking in a room service delivery and Nick is in the bathroom, so it’s just Arch and me.  I stand at the window, looking over the city centre, my hands clamped at my hips, my whole body wracked with tension.  Why isn’t she answering her phone? 
 
    “Hannah stopped the press release going out but we need something in its place a.s.a.p.  The label is on her ass about it.” 
 
    “Fuck them, they don’t get to dictate when I talk about my private life.” 
 
    “Fair, man, but we are still one of the biggest bands on the face of the planet right now and people are asking questions.  We’re lucky Hannah likes me enough to pull what Bianca asked her to do.  We can’t hold off forever.” 
 
    “I can’t do anything till I talk to Jenna.” 
 
    “You guys really think Bianca is behind this?” 
 
    I glance over my shoulder at Jordan as he wheels in a trolley covered with food.  He scoops up a bunch of grapes and drops sideways onto the armchair, pulling grapes from the stems with his teeth.   
 
    “It does seem pretty out there?” Arch says. 
 
    “She brought Erica back,” I sit on the chair opposite Jordan.  Nick returns from the bathroom and pokes around on the food trolley before grabbing a sandwich and sitting beside Archer.  “Her niece made sure Jenna overheard her talking shit about me and Erica getting back together on the tour.” 
 
    “Not compelling evidence, bro.” 
 
    “My phone.” 
 
    “Can you prove she took it?” Jordan asks. 
 
    “Why are you being such a fucking dick?” 
 
    “I’m just being devil’s advocate.” 
 
    “It isn’t appreciated, so cut it the fuck out.” 
 
    Jordan swings his legs around so he is sitting up.  “I’m just saying, Bianca’s been our manager for ten years.  Why would she do this now and for what reason?” 
 
    Yeah, that was where I stalled too, if I was being honest.  Nothing makes sense.   
 
    “Someone in the bar took the pictures,” Arch says.  “Man, I don’t know what to believe but, Jord’s right, why would Bianca do it?  She’s always been big on image, she knows what she’s doing.  For her to mess things up for you right now would affect her too.  She answers to the label just like we do.  Would she really sabotage herself?” 
 
    I don’t like what they’re saying but I can’t disagree with Archer.  It doesn’t make sense for Bianca to screw us over.  I’ve been seeing Jenna for a while and although Bianca isn’t overly happy, she hasn’t tried to stop me, she ignored it.  Now it is out there, she’s gone into manager mode, making sure nothing blows back on the band.   
 
    “Could it be Erica?” 
 
    We all look at Jordan.   
 
    “I mean, the same shit you’re saying about Bianca, could have come from Erica,” he shrugs.  “I’m not B’s biggest fan, but the woman has never steered us wrong.  She scares the shit out of me on the daily but she puts up with our crap without too much complaint.  I’m sure she smoothed things over with the label when I did this,” he indicates his cast.  “Things could have got so fucked up cos of me but I didn’t get a reprimand from management.  She tore a strip off me,” he grins.  “But that was it.” 
 
    “I never went near Erica that night.  How could she have got my phone?” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t just lose it and a roadie handed it in?” 
 
    “It was erased,” I point out.  “Jenna said she called and text but there was nothing there from her when I got it back.” 
 
    “So, would Erica know your passcode?” 
 
    I rub a hand over my chin.  “Shit,” I say slowly.   
 
    “Dude, you let your girlfriends know your passcode?” Jordan shook his head with a grin. 
 
    I was beginning to get pissed off with how amusing he found all of this.  I took my phone out again and checked it.  Still nothing from Jenna.   
 
    “Wait, what about that chick?” Archer asks Jordan. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to be a lot more specific,” Jordan winks. 
 
    “The one hanging around with Erica.  Is she like an assistant or something?” 
 
    Jordan still looks confused. 
 
    “She was all over you in the bar that night.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he nods.  “Yeah, she’s friends with Erica.  Yeah, we hooked up a few times.” 
 
    I lean forward in my seat.  “I remember her,” I say.  “She was outside the dressing room when Jenna and I…” 
 
    “Go on,” Jordan waggles his brows. 
 
    “Grow up, asshole,” Nick mutters.  “Not to be the next lewd motherfucker in the room,” he follows the train of thought.  “Could you have dropped your phone in the dressing room?” 
 
    I groan.  “I could have,” I got up and pace in front of them, thinking back to that night.  All I could remember was the need to get to Jenna and dragging her to the dressing room.  I’d mostly stripped her and just dropped my pants, my phone would have been in my back pocket and might have fallen without me realising, in the heat of the moment.  
 
    “I think I saw her too,” Archer said.  “I knocked on the door to get you to hurry it up and she was there.” 
 
    “Who is she?” Nick is bewildered.  “Why do I not know who you’re talking about?” 
 
    “You were wrapped up in other shit,” Arch told him. 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “At the party, when I was looking for Jenna…” I spoke, mostly to myself.   
 
    “Don’t leave us hanging dude,” Jordan says. 
 
    “Erica collared me at the door when I was leaving to look for Jenna, said some bullshit about how Jenna didn’t fit in, she was telling me Jenna wasn’t good enough or something.  She started crying when I told her to get the hell out of my way.” 
 
    Everyone exchanges looks.   
 
    “Bunny Boiler alert.”  We all glare at Jordan.  “Okay, okay, so, what do we do about it?” 
 
    “We need to find out who sold those photographs.  Jordan, can you talk to that chick?  Maybe get her to admit to anything?” 
 
    “I most certainly will sacrifice myself for this cause.” 
 
    “No one said you had to fuck her to get the information out of her,” Nick mutters. 
 
    “I do my best work mid-fuck,” Jordan chuckles.   
 
    “You’re gross man.” 
 
    “If it gets the job done though,” Arch shrugs at Nick.   
 
    “Plus, she won’t be suspicious if I bring it up when I’m getting her off.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I pull a face.  
 
    “I’m a talker.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t like a bit of dirty talk while fucking, but having a chit chat?  You do that?” Archer looks sideways at him. 
 
    “Sure, makes them think I care about more than getting in their pussy.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, just see what you can find out,” I say shaking my head.   
 
    Jordan jumps to his feet.  He grabs some more food from the tray, headed to the door.  “I’m going in boys,” he salutes us as he pulls out his phone.  “Wish me luck.” 
 
    The door closes behind him. 
 
    “Not gonna lie, his methods may be unrefined, but if his dick can get us some answers, then it’s well worth having a resident man-whore” 
 
    My head hurts, but I can’t disagree with Nick’s comment.   
 
    “What’ll you do if it is Erica?” Arch asks seriously.   
 
    I shrug, what am I supposed to do in that scenario?  I have no clue.   
 
    “Well, she for shit will be fired,” Nick points out.   
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    My phone rings and I look down at it.  ‘Jenna Calling’ flashes on the screen.  I almost fall over myself hurrying to the bedroom, hitting the answer button. 
 
    “Jenna?” 
 
    “Hey,” she says quietly.  The tone of her voice almost breaks my heart. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, we’re trying to figure out what happened.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  I mean, you told me it could happen.  I spent all day thinking about things.” 
 
    “Jenna, please before you say anything-” 
 
    “No, let me finish,” she cuts me off.   
 
    I hate I can’t see her but I’m too nervous to ask her to switch to video. 
 
    “I was up most of the night, I called my mom.  I needed advice about what to do.  She looked at the pictures too.  She thinks you’re cute by the way.  She also told me Lou called her the day after you came to McAllister’s.” 
 
    “Huh? I’m not following.” 
 
    “Lou told her you couldn’t keep your eyes off me and not in a creepy way,” she chuckles.  “He said the way you looked at me, reminded him of the way my dad looked at mom.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way, but what are you talking about?” 
 
    “That I’m tired of the uncertainty, of not knowing when shit is gonna hit the fan.  That keeping my relationship with you a secret was never going to work.” 
 
    “Jenna,” I plead. 
 
    “Let me finish?” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t want to do this over the phone.” 
 
    “Are you breaking up with me?” 
 
    “What?  No.  Of course not.  Do me a favour?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Call down to the front desk and tell them I’m an approved guest to come to your room.” 
 
    I stood up quickly, my brain synapses firing.  “What?” 
 
    “Keep up Mathews.” 
 
    “You’re here? Shit, I’ll come down.” 
 
    “Don’t be dumb.  I don’t need any more attention thank you very much.  I’m already in a ball cap and sunglasses, avoiding all the CCTV cameras, like a complete whack job.” 
 
    A laugh escapes.  “I’ll call now.” 
 
    “Okay, see you soon.” 
 
    She hangs up.  I grab up the phone beside the bed and call down to reception, letting them know Jenna can come up and hear them telling her how to get to my room.  I hang up and hurry out to the sitting area. 
 
    “You need to go.” 
 
    “What?” Nick has made himself a plate of food. 
 
    “Jenna’s here.” 
 
    “She’s here?” He turns to me.   
 
    “On her way up.  She isn’t making much sense talking about her mom and shit.” 
 
    “That’s great.  Is she okay?” 
 
    “Dunno.”   
 
    I don’t give them chance to ask more questions, I usher them out, promising I’ll let them know what she says later.  I literally only have three hours before we have to get to the venue. When she knocks on the door, I pull it back to her in her hat and sunglasses, with a small bag in her hand.  I grab the handles of it and pull so she falls into me.   
 
    “What did you mean?” I ask, as I toss her bag aside and take her face in my hands.  “What didn’t you want to say on the phone?” 
 
    “What I spent the last twenty four hours doing,” she tugs off the cap and glasses. 
 
    I shake my head.  “Still not following, Slugger.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” she smiles at me and it lights up everything inside me.  
 
    I don’t care about anything else but the feel of her against me, so I pull her in to kiss the shit out of her.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Three 
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    It’s a blur of clothes removal and stumbling after that as I drag her to the bedroom.  The only sound we make is the panting of our heavy breaths and the swish of fabric as it falls on the floor.  I pick her up by the back of her thighs and she leans down so her lips are on mine, I smile against them when she moans, then toss her backwards.  She squeals as she hits the bed and bounces up but I follow, crawling over her as she laughs. 
 
    “Can’t believe you’re here,” I say, throwing her jeans over my shoulder then grabbing the sides of her thong to pull it down over her knees and toss that too.   
 
    “I’m here,” she breathes but anything else she says abruptly cuts off as I bury my face between her thighs.  I’m still none the wiser to what her thoughts are about us being outed but as she moans and writhes, her back arching up when I grab both of her tits and squeeze them, it has to be a good sign, right? 
 
    “Can’t get enough of you,” I tell her devouring her like it’s been weeks instead of days.   
 
    “Oh God,” she cries out, her hips rise to my mouth.  She tries to buck upwards but my arms up the length of her body are holding her down.  I barely slow down when she comes until she’s half pushing me away.  “Too much,” she cries. 
 
    I get up on my knees, wiping my mouth as I crawl over her.  “Never enough.” 
 
    I don’t think about anything else but being inside her as I ram home, and she lets out the sexiest, breathy moan I’ve ever heard.  I kiss and push into her but something feels different. 
 
    “Shit,” I stop. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No condom,” I hover over her, looking down into her gorgeous face.  “Is it okay…? I’ve never done it without before.” 
 
    “Me either,” her tongue flicks out and licks my lip, making me pulse inside her.  “It feels amazing.” 
 
    “You trust me?” 
 
    She nods without hesitation.  “I’m on birth control, so if you’re okay with it.” 
 
    “I’m fucking okay with it,” I give her a filthy smile then kiss her as I start moving again.  I give it to her hard, barely able to control myself, kissing down her body, trying to swallow all of her breast in one go, loving every sound she makes.  I lightly bite her nipple, then let my teeth sink in.  Jenna sucks in a sharp breath and winces, until I release and lick around it to sooth the bite and she moans, arching up to me. 
 
    I look up at her, my lips trail up her collar bone, throat, then her chin and lips.  She pulls me tighter against her and without conscious thought, I slow my movements right down as I stare into her beautiful eyes.  It’s finally the right time.     
 
    “I love you, Jen.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I burst out a laugh. Her fingers run through the hair on my nape as she smiles. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “Cool.”  It’s her turn to laugh now.  “So damn much, Jen.  I’ve never felt like this.” 
 
    Her smile is soft but she squeezes my dick deep inside her, the time for talking is over.  I don’t care about the show or the band, or the leak of those pictures, or whether Erica is the one trying to ruin this.  No one and nothing can ruin this.   
 
    Afterwards, I go to the bathroom and grab a washcloth and soak it with warm water.  She’s surprised when I come back and gently clean her up.  I may not have done this before but I will always take care of her. Once that’s done, I fall back onto the bed and pull her so she’s lying on top of me, her head beneath my chin. Our legs tangle as I stroke her hair with one hand and the other runs down her spine, my fingers lightly dancing over her soft skin.   
 
    “What time is your show?” 
 
    “Fuck the show.”  She lifts her head and frowns.  “You know what I mean.”  I brush her tangled hair back from her face.  I love how freshly fucked she looks, it makes me proud knowing I did this to her.  “Before I go anywhere, we need to talk.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighs and sits up.  
 
    I feel the loss of her, but she doesn’t climb off, she just sits up, her hands on my chest.  I sit up too and hold her hips so she doesn’t fall as I shuffle back to lean against the headboard.  It isn’t cold but I pull the comforter around her hips. 
 
    “We’re trying to figure out who put the pictures out there, we think we know.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I thought it was Bianca,” Jen frowns, she thinks Bianca doesn’t like her.  “But Jordan of all people backed her up.”  I sigh heavily and her finger touches my chin, tilting my head to look at her.  “It might have been Erica.” 
 
    Her brow arches but she doesn’t look all that surprised.   
 
    “I don’t really care how it happened,” she says, shocking the crap out of me.  “I was pissed, not gonna lie.  We were in this pub in Dublin when someone recognised me, we had to run out of there cos they were all trying to take my picture.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She kisses me, I think to shut me up, it works. “Yeah, Kevin got me out,” she grins. 
 
    “I still don’t like him,” I mutter.   
 
    Jenna swats my shoulder.  “It sucked, but when I got back to the hotel and looked at all the articles again, I realised something,” she smiles.  “We look so happy in those pictures.  I didn’t care what the articles said and didn’t read any of it, you taught me that,” she kisses me again and I’m not totally unhappy about this conversation.  “I already knew I’d fallen for you, so I had to think what that means for me.  You can’t fall in love with a rock star and remain in the shadows forever.   
 
    “So I called my mom, told her everything, and we talked about how my life would change, how people were going to want to know who I am, that they might say mean things about me, but ultimately, she said I only had to consider one thing,” she ran the tip of her nail over my chest and I realised she was drawing the shape of a heart. It made me feel fucking sappy as shit. If any of the guys could see this, I’d never live it down.  
 
    “And what was that?” 
 
    “You know what it was.” 
 
    “I think I love your mom,” I tell her, making her laugh.   
 
    “I’m sure she’ll love you too.  She’s trusting you to take care of me.” 
 
    “I will.  I swear, I won’t let anyone say shit about you.” 
 
    “You can’t stop people being assholes.” 
 
    “I’ll beat the shit out of them all.” 
 
    “Cos that will help.” 
 
    I laugh but pull her down into a hug.  When she pulls back, I look at her, memorising every nuance of her face, knowing she is giving me all of herself right now.  She is willing to give up her privacy for me.  As hard as it might be with the band and how we work going forward, I’m not letting her go and if it means I need to be in New York, then I will do whatever it takes.  It isn’t like I have a nine to five tied to one place.  We can make it work. 
 
    “So I can do it, I can tell the world you’re mine?” 
 
    “Well, Iz pointed out you have a whole team of publicists and people who know this fame business, so they should be able to see it’s done right.” 
 
    “You talked to everyone?” 
 
    “Well, they’re all in my life, it may affect them too.  But I trust them, and you should be thankful, they all told me to go for it.” 
 
    I can give her that and it pleases me her friends back me.  But I owe her the truth and I’m not convinced Arch’s influence can win over Bianca’s control. 
 
    “So…Bianca wanted to put out a press release saying you were a groupie, but Arch got it stopped,” I hold up a hand before she says anything.  “They need something, so now I know you’re good with it, I’ll tell them to run it that you’re my fucking girl and I love you and I don’t care who knows.” 
 
    I sit up and roll her over, my fingers trailing down between her legs. 
 
    “Adam, you have your show.” 
 
    “We have time,” I murmur, once I know she’s ready, I slide into her again.   
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    We are halfway through the show when I decide I don’t want to wait anymore.  Jordan found out the girl we suspected had in fact taken my phone but she wouldn’t say anything about Erica’s involvement.  She didn’t need to, I was already convinced.  Jordan said he’d speak to B because by the time I cleaned up after another couple of rounds with Jenna, I had to rush to the venue and get ready to go on stage.  Bianca was almost having heart failure until she saw me.  She eyed Jenna but my girl just stared back at her and Bianca knew there was nothing she could do. 
 
    Now, I would make sure everyone did.  
 
    We are between songs, Arch about to start the opening riff on our next, when I speak into the microphone. 
 
    “Hey guys, are you all having a great time tonight or what?”  The crowd roar.  It’s one of the smaller venues on the tour, holding just 11,000 fans but it was a destination we all wanted to go to at one point, so we worked it in.  “Good, I hope we can keep it up for you.” 
 
    Dex hit the drums to emphasise the pun and Arch’s laugh echoes through his mic. 
 
    “So, before we go on, I want to catch up with you guys about something, is that okay?”   
 
    They scream again and I glance behind me to the guys.  Nick took a step closer, his head cocked and I could read him instantly.  Are you doing this now? I nod and he holds out a hand as though giving me the floor.   
 
    “Have any of you guys ever been in love?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Arch says dramatically into his mic.  “You saying the mighty Aidan has fallen?” 
 
    The crowd laugh and cheer.  Everyone clearly saw the news. 
 
    “So I met this girl,” I say, pacing along the front of the stage.  I don’t dare look to the side where Bianca is likely blowing a gasket.  “And she is hot!”  The crowd goes wild again.  “She’s here with me tonight but she’s shy so I know she won’t come out on stage to meet you guys.”  There are some boos mixed in with the cheers.  “Now, now, it’s kind of a lot for her to take in.” 
 
    “Falling for an ego like yours?” Nick laughs. 
 
    “She loves my ego.” 
 
    Arch and even Dex laugh at that one.   
 
    “She ain’t shy!” 
 
    The sound of Jordan’s voice surprises me.  I glance around but don’t see him. Then the giant screens behind us change to a shaky camera facing our drummers grinning mug.  He howls with laughter as he moves around backstage.  The camera finds Jenna, she holds her hand up to Jordan to hide her face.   
 
    Nick’s mouth hung open, but Archer grins as I dash to the side of the stage.   
 
    “Say hi!” Jordan puts his arm around her neck and holds the camera on them.   
 
    I hear Jenna say ‘hi’ as I move through the equipment and people to get to them.  I grimace at Jenna in apology but she smiles and comes to me.  Despite the sweat covering me, she pulls me into a hug and the cheering grows louder.   
 
    “Sorry,” I say into her ear. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure mom would approve of these methods,” she pulls back, her eyes gleam with happiness.  “But it’s okay.” 
 
    “Love’s young dream, you guys!” Jordan puts the camera in our faces.  “I concur with our esteemed leader,” he flips the camera back to him and winks.  “She is hot.” 
 
    I reach out and slap his head, which causes laughter to break out.  It was sort of a trademark of the band.  Jordan flips the camera back to me as I tug Jenna towards me.   
 
    “Might as well do it with a bang,” I grin before dropping my mouth to hers.   
 
    At first I think she’ll only let me get away with a peck, but her mouth opens and I gladly accept that invitation.  I even go so far as to dip her backwards and she laughs against my lips.  When we pull up she arches her brow, definitely feeling the hard bulge at her hip.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah we get it!” Nick’s voice fills the arena.   
 
    “Get back out here and leave the girl alone, you animal!” Arch shouts. 
 
    I kiss her again, noticing someone pull the camera off Jordan but he is in fits of laughter.  I catch Bianca’s gaze as I’m about to turn, she tries stern but it doesn’t come off, she rolls her eyes instead.  
 
    After adjusting myself, I hustle back out onto the stage as Nick plucks a tune on the base.   
 
    “Okay, sorry about that,” I chuckle into the mic.  “I’m sure some of you guys out there know what it’s like when you meet the girl of your dreams.  So I just wanted you all to know what she means to me and to go easy on us, yeah?” 
 
    “There is something else you guys should know about her,” Nick steps up beside me.  “Find the Warwick was all her idea.” 
 
    There are more cheers and I hook my arm around Nick’s neck and give him a grin.  Even if Jenna did come up with the idea as a joke, it has become something of a legend and I appreciate Nick endearing her to the fans even more.   
 
    “You fuckers ready for more music?” Arch yells as he starts the opener to the next song on the set list.   
 
    None of us miss a beat as we go straight into the song.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
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    Being back in my apartment feels surreal but it is nice to be in familiar surroundings with all of my own things and my bed.  I sleep for a whole day after travelling from Liverpool back to Dublin to pick back up with Elle and Kevin, and then we flew back to New York the following morning.  Luckily, I made it without too much fanfare, but there are more stories after Adam announced me to the world.  I did my best to avoid reading or watching anything but, Brooke takes great pleasure giving me a play by play on what people think of Aidan Gass being snagged by a lowly literary agency worker.   
 
    For the most part, the fans are positive about it, of course it helps that the label put out a positive press release and, with some cajoling, we both agreed to do an exclusive interview, Adam hasn’t decided who with or when, either way it won’t happen till after the tour. 
 
    My return to work was full of squeals and questions from the girls on staff which Iz allowed for about half an hour then told everyone to leave me in peace.  
 
    Mom came across from Brooklyn the week after I got back and we went to a local pizza place.  I did get recognised but to my delight, people left me alone, there were a lot of whispers and stares.  I guess that came from living in New York where it wasn’t unusual to see celebrities walking around.  Not that I am a celebrity by any stretch of the imagination.  
 
    We video called with Adam, planning to meet in person once he got back.  This is my life now.  It is insane but feels right at the same time.  These last couple of weeks have been fine.  Adam will be here soon and I can’t wait to see him. 
 
    Megan didn’t show up much at the gym, so I text her, however, she let me know she has extra shifts and can’t make it.  She does agree to come out at the weekend with us.   
 
    During our call last night, Adam said Erica wouldn’t admit to having anything to do with the photo leak or his missing phone.  No one claimed responsibility for the pictures but the other girl did admit to taking his phone, so got fired.  Adam wanted Erica off the tour too but Bianca persuaded him against it, it could open the band up to a wrongful dismissal suit because as far as anyone knew, she did nothing wrong.  He was pissed about it but he did say pretty much everyone avoided her now. 
 
    Saturday night arrives and I head to Brooke’s to get ready.  We’re going to a club rather than McAllister’s; I’m looking forward to some dancing and drinks with my two friends.  
 
    Adam calls just before they go on stage at the festival they’re headlining in London.  It’s nearing midnight there.  He’s pumped for the last show and can’t wait to finish and get home.   
 
    “You guys are sickening,” Brooke tells me, touching up her lipstick after I end the call.   
 
    “Green is not your colour,” I tell her, zipping up my dress.  It’s black and fitted with leather panels on the hips and shoulders.  I’ve paired it with nude heels I know are going to kill me by the end of the night but I look good, and it feels nice to get dressed up for a change. 
 
    “So when they get here, I can pick one of the other guys in the band right?  Archer is cute but the drummer, mmm,” she does a little shimmy. 
 
    “I already told you about him.  Jordan has a different girl every night,” I point out.  “He’s sweet and funny but girl, you don’t know where he has been.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all being a notch on his bedpost.” 
 
    “Slut,” I grin. 
 
    “We can’t all be husband-upped.” 
 
    “We are not…that,” I say with a frown. 
 
    “But you could be.” 
 
    “It’s too soon for that.” 
 
    “What would you say if he did ask though?” 
 
    “He’s not going to ask.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Will you stop,” I huff.  “Let me just enjoy myself.” 
 
    She waves a hand.  “Fine, but if he does you better call me first.” 
 
    I roll my eyes.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    We take a cab to 1 Oak in Chelsea which is not far from Brooke’s apartment.  It’s a really good place for a girl’s night out, plus it helps Brooke knows a bar tender there who has already told the door staff to let us skip the queue.  We get situated at one of the booths when another group of women here for a Bachelorette party, welcome us to their group.  It’s rowdy and loud and what I’ve been craving.  The three of us spend hours dancing and drinking, although Megan not as much as Brooke and me, when we got involved in the shot contest with the Bachelorette girls.  We make an agreement we wouldn’t post anything on Instagram, at least nothing distinguishable, the last thing I want was random people coming to ask about Adam.   
 
    BreakNeck has been posting through the night, both the show and after party.  It’s around five am in London and they’re still partying but I’m happy for them.  They’ve wrapped up another phenomenally successful tour. 
 
    “Phew, girl I am getting too old for this,” Brooke laughs as we come back to the booth after another round of dancing. 
 
    We’re all a bit sweaty and not as put together as when we got here. Megan checks her phone, then excuses herself to the bathroom.  We both watch after her. 
 
    “She’s been quiet.” 
 
    “It’s hard to talk in here,” Brooke points out. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.”  I look towards the restrooms again.  
 
    Megan has been dancing and laughing with us but she’s been reserved, like she doesn’t want to fully let go.   
 
    “What is taking her so long?” I ask, after we finish our drinks. 
 
    “Probably a long line,” Brooke says, distracted by the girls next to us. 
 
    “I’m gonna go check,” I tell her and she waves her hand to let me know she heard.   
 
    I head towards the restrooms and there is a line but I don’t see Meg.  I let the women know I’m looking for a friend and not jumping the line, one near the front agrees to call out and see if there is anyone in there named Megan.  She shrugs and says no one answered.  I head back into the club and walk around to see if I can spot her.  It’s dark and the place is big, it could be easy to miss someone.  After doing a full circuit, I pull out my phone to see a message from her saying she had to leave.  I hurry to the booth where Brooke is dancing on the table and tap her leg impatiently. She looks down with a huge smile until she sees my face.  She carefully gets down, which is no easy feat in that tight dress and heels. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I show her the text and she looks at me worriedly.  “Why would she do that without telling us?” 
 
    I shrug.  “I’m gonna go somewhere quiet and call her,” I shout over the music.  Brooke nods, she’s drunk enough to sway but she is concerned too.  “I’ll be back.” 
 
    I make my way back through the crowds and find a hallway that leads to a staff only area.  No one stops me, so I duck into the alcove where it is quieter and call Megan’s number.  She doesn’t answer but within a few minutes a text comes through letting me know she is almost home and is fine.  I want to curse her out for leaving without us, that is a stupid move.   
 
    I go back to Brooke and show her the new text and she frowns but tries to get me to have another drink and dance, but I’m not feeling it.  Something is niggling at me about Megan.   
 
    “Hey,” I tug Brooke to one side of the dancefloor.  “You mind if we call it a night?” 
 
    She pouts but agrees and dances towards the exit, singing and hugging me.  We order an Uber and go to her place first.  I ask the driver if he minds waiting.  Once I’ve got Brooke inside with a glass of water and a promise to drink it and go to bed, I go back to the cab. 
 
    “Where to now?”   
 
    I give him my address but halfway there, I tell him to go to Meg’s place.  He says it’ll cost more and wants to put it through the app before we go.  Once it’s sorted, he heads towards Meg’s.  I read over her texts again not sure what it is that bothers me.  
 
    The worst that could happen is she’s asleep or laughs at me for being stupid following her home.  I just want to make sure she is okay. 
 
    I get out of the cab and walk to the building, unsure which apartment she’s in.  I’ve dropped her off but never gone up.  I approach the door and look at the names on the buzzers.  Luckily, Meg’s is there so I buzz and wait, my arms around my waist as I glance around. It’s pretty late but there are plenty of people about.   
 
    When there is no answer, I buzz again just as a guy pulls the door open from the inside.  He glances at me as he passes then holds the door open.  Excellent security they have around here, but I thank him and hurry inside.  Her apartment number is 235 so I figure she’s on the second floor.  She said in her text she was coming home so I don’t like that she didn’t answer. 
 
    I approach the door and hear loud thuds coming from beyond it.  I’m not sure what it is, until I hear a muffled scream.  Instinct tells me to back away, my heart rate spikes but I hear more thuds and the sound of something breaking.  I hurry to the door and start knocking.  The noises inside cease but no one comes to the door.  I knock again and call out. 
 
    “Meg, are you in there?” 
 
    Again it’s quiet.  I don’t know what to do. So I knock again. 
 
    “Megan.  It’s Jenna, are you in there?  I just want to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    Footsteps sound towards the door, Meg opens it but not all the way. 
 
    “I’m fine, Jenna.  You should go.” 
 
    Meg is still wearing the clothes she had on when we went out but the left shoulder is ripped.  There are no lights on behind her and her face is in the shadow of the door but all of my senses are on alert now.   
 
    “You’re not okay,” I say quietly.  “Come outside.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she whispers.  “Please, you should just go.” 
 
    “Meg,” I plead with her, reaching out to take her hand. 
 
    “You heard her.  There is no problem here, so leave.” 
 
    The man looms over Meg, her shoulders hunch and she drops her chin, cringing.  Hell, no.  I don’t know who this asshole is but if he thinks I’m walking away and leaving him to hurt my friend, he’s dead wrong.  
 
    “Megan come with me,” I say more firmly.  “Come outside.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she says.  “Please just go, I swear I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re clearly not,” I glare over her shoulder, the man is now pulling her aside so he fills up the doorway.  “Let her out.” 
 
    “I told you, go the fuck away.  This isn’t your business.” 
 
    He isn’t a big guy, he has some weight around his middle, he’s wearing a grey t-shirt with baggy sweatpants, his feet are bare, like he lives here.  Megan has never once mentioned a boyfriend or husband.  She came to the gym to the self-defence classes and I know in my heart this is the reason why.  I don’t know the situation but it feels like this guy was out of her life for a while, now he’s back and I won’t stand here and let him hurt her. 
 
    “I’m going to call the police,” I reach for my phone. 
 
    In hindsight, it probably wasn’t the best thing to do. I should have stepped back, said okay, then called the cops.  But no, I told him my intentions and he wasn’t about to let me do that. 
 
    Before I can blink, he grabs me by the hair and pulls hard. I lose my footing in the stupid heels and start to go down.  He pulls me harder and drags me into the apartment, one of my shoes coming off as I struggle against the brutal hold he has on me.   
 
    I’m vaguely aware of Megan pleading with him to leave me alone as the door slams shut. He knocks her aside hard, and she goes down, hitting the ground with a smack.  We’re in a narrow entrance way so we’re close enough to touch. He pulls me up by the back of my dress, his hands digging viciously into my skin as he tosses me along the hallway.  I fall backwards and land on the carpet in a living room.  All around there is broken furniture and glass on the floor from a smashed lamp. 
 
    Megan shouts and runs towards me but he kicks her again, pushing her and holding her down with his foot on her neck.   
 
    “I fucking told you, no one finds out about this.  I told you to stay the fuck away from everyone.  Now look what you’ve done,” he spits on her and punches her hard in the face.  She slumps down the wall, knocked out cold. 
 
    Then he turns and looks at me.  There is something wild in his face, like he isn’t all together here, he’s in a complete rage and nothing I say or do is going to stop him.  I push myself backwards along the floor using my feet and elbows and scramble to my knees.  He watches me, a tilt to his lips as he thinks he has me beat.  It’s him or me.  He isn’t going to let me walk out of here.  And he won’t let Megan either.   
 
    I kick off my shoe and get to my feet, spreading my legs in a fighting stance.  He laughs, it’s loud and cruel and one of the worst sounds I think I’ve ever heard.   
 
    “You should have stayed the fuck out of it,” he snarls at me.  
 
    “Maybe it’s time you went up against someone who can fight back,” I throw back at him. 
 
    “You think you can fight me, bitch?” 
 
    “Why don’t you try me and find out?” 
 
    Jesus, why am I goading him?  I should be trying to convince him to let us go.  I could stand and plead and offer anything under the sun, nothing will change his mind.  I take a deep breath in, getting control and slowing my heart rate, Sam’s training runs through my head.   
 
    The guy starts toward me, he’s like a tank, one speed, one direction, because he thinks he can barrel into me. I jump to the side and his swinging fist completely misses me, as I move out of his path, I bring my arm up, fist clenched and slam an upper cut right into his ribs beneath his raised arm.  It’s like hitting a wall behind a protective layer of cushion.  I’m used to hitting hard bags, although my hands are usually wrapped and gloved.   
 
    It hurts but I don’t have the time to shake it off.  I aim a side kick at the back of his knee.  It knocks him completely off balance and he goes down on his other knee, his hand slams down on the floor to stop him face planting. 
 
    I glance around to a bottle of beer on the table, swiping it up, I slam it down towards his head but he’s recovered from my attack and reaches out, hitting the bottle out of my hand.  I jump back to get away from his second swing, but it glances off my hip and shit, it hurts.   
 
    Taking two more steps back I stand and watch as he gets to his feet.  The look in his eyes is pure feral now.  He’s enjoying this.  I try to centre myself again but my heart is pounding with adrenalin and fear.  A quick glance to the side shows Megan is still out and I’m worried he did serious damage to her.  I dropped my purse when he pulled me into the apartment with my phone inside, not that I could ask him to hold up while I call the police or anything.   
 
    “Come on then, what else you got, girl?” 
 
    “I’m not a girl,” I snarl. 
 
    “Looks like from where I’m standing,” his eyes trail down my body and a ripple of disgust runs through me.   
 
    I’m not stupid.  If he incapacitates me, it’ll be game over.  I start to move sideways, putting the coffee table between us but moving him away from Megan as he circles after me.  
 
    “Yeah, did you think that when you were on your knees, asshole.”  
 
    He lets out a roar and dives across the coffee table, his legs are long enough that he leaps it without needing to step on it.  I scramble backwards and spin away, running into a kitchen.   
 
    My eyes search frantically for a weapon, a knife, a rolling pin, anything?  But the counters are bare.  I run towards a drawer and yank it out, but it’s full of junk that rattles around inside.  I hear him behind me and dash to the side as he slaps me.  The full force of his weight is behind it and my head snaps to the side, pain flashing right through the whole side of my face, I stumble sideways against the counter, slamming my hip painfully against the wood.   
 
    I lash out my fists and catch his jaw, as he dodges back I hit him again in the gut and he whooshes out nasty, stale beer smelling breath.  This time I figure an offence is better than defence and lunge for him, my knee going towards his dick.  He manages to get his leg in the way and my knee impacts his thigh, which isn’t great but there is enough force behind it to hurt him and he grunts and staggers back.  I go at him again punching over and over, knowing this is not the way I was taught self-defence, it’s more what I see Joey doing when he’s training for his MMA fights.   
 
    I could punch a bag for twenty, thirty minutes at a time but fighting a real life person is hard and I’m panting, as I slam my fists anywhere I can get them.  One particularly vicious punch lands on his jaw and something snaps in my hand, making me cry out and fall back.   
 
    It’s the opening he needs though and he grabs me by the shoulder, running me backwards till I hit the fridge hard, knocking the wind out of me.  He punches me in the gut, but I can’t double over because he is holding me up.  I lose my breath as he straightens me up and pushes me hard against the fridge.  He laughs then and my heart beats so wildly it feels as if it is going to come straight through my chest.   
 
    “Michael!” 
 
    He turns at the sound of Meg’s scream and his grip on me loosens.  I see the opener and bring my knee up.  Hard.  Michael bends over, grabbing for his junk, which I hopefully just sent up into his throat. I use my other knee and bring it up to his face, his nose shatters as he falls backwards, slamming hard into the floor, not knowing whether to grab his balls or his nose where blood spurts out.   
 
    “Jenna.  Oh my God, are you okay?” Meg cries. 
 
    I look from the animal on the floor to my friend, she is using the wall to hold her up, she has a black eye, there is blood dripping down the side of her head and she looks absolutely terrified.  I hurry over to her, wary of the asshole, but he is curled up in a ball crying and cursing and clearly unable to get up.   
 
    “It’s okay,” I wrap her up in a hug.  “You’re safe now.  Come on, we need to call the police.” She shakes her head.  “Meg, you can’t live like this.  He was going to seriously hurt me.  How long has he been hurting you?” I touch her hair gently and she starts to cry in earnest.  I hug her to me.  “You have to report this, you need to press charges against him.” 
 
    “I know,” her voice shakes as she pulls back, her eyes meet mine and it breaks my heart to see the fear there.  “I’m scared,” she whispers. 
 
    “I’m here for you.  Brooke will be too, whatever you need.  We’ll take care of it, Meg.  I promise.  Come on, let’s go call the cops.” I take her arm and lead her away from the kitchen.  The asshole might be down but that doesn’t mean he’s out.  I can’t risk him attacking us again.  I hurry her along the hallway, scooping up my purse.  I reach inside and pull out my phone when Meg screams.   
 
    I whirl around to see him lumbering down the hall at us, holding a fucking knife. I pull Meg behind me and back up to the front door but he’s moving fast.  I can’t fight a knife.  I hear slamming behind me and for a second wonder if Megan has ran out the door and left but he pulls up short, just before he reaches me. 
 
    “Megan, don’t be stupid.” 
 
    I don’t want to take my eyes off him but Meg steps out from behind me, her arm held up shakily. She’s holding a small handgun. I have no idea where it came from.  
 
    “You don’t know how to use that thing, put it down before you hurt yourself.” 
 
    “Stop moving!” Megan shouts.  “I put up with this for years.  I let you do this to me over and over.  You tell me you love me?” she spits, the gun wobbles in her hand but it’s still pointing at him.  “Jenna you need to leave.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.  Meg, let me call the police.” 
 
    “Listen to your friend, Megan,” Michael says and takes a step towards us. 
 
    Meg pushes me back behind her and holds the gun steadier now, her shoulders square, her back straightens.  “You shouldn’t have done this, Michael.  She’s my friend and you hurt her.  I won’t let you hurt her anymore.  Or me.” 
 
    Then she fires.  I slam my hands up to cover my ears.  I’ve never heard a gun fire before and shit it is loud.  Meg doesn’t stop firing until the gun is clicking uselessly in her hand, then she drops down to the floor, the gun falls from her hands and clatters against the hardwood.  I lean back against the wall, in total shock, my chest rising and falling heavily as I try to breathe.   
 
    Michael is on his back, staring up at the ceiling, his eyes wide.  Blood pools out beneath him.  Meg screams from the ground and snaps me out of my stupor.  I fall to my knees and grab her, pulling her against me, holding her tight while she cries.  I don’t know if they are tears of relief or anguish.  Probably both.   
 
    We stay like that, Meg sobs, my ears ring, but I don’t let go of her. 
 
    Then the police arrive.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty- Five 
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    Pounding on the door wakes me. Or is that my head?  I’m halfway to thinking it is my brain bouncing around in my skull when it starts again, and a muffled voice calls my name. 
 
    “Shit, fuck,” I grunt, grabbing my forehead as I throw the covers off me.  A pile of clothes lay beside the bed, I’m surprised I managed to get myself undressed, I barely remember returning to my room.   
 
    The banging starts again and I wince, one eye closed as I stumble out to the door.  I don’t know what time it is, or when I went to bed.  My mouth tastes like the inside of a trash can and I can practically smell bourbon seeping out of my skin.  What the hell was I thinking drinking bourbon straight out of a bottle? 
 
    “Adam! Open the fuck up!” 
 
    “I’m coming, Christ,” I drag the door back to see Archer and Nick.  “What the hell?  Do you know what time it is?”   
 
    Not that I know what time it is.  There is plenty of light coming through the curtains, so it’s clearly a respectable hour, but when you go to bed after five in the morning, nothing is a respectable hour.   
 
    “Fucking hell, shut the door before someone sees his junk.” 
 
    “What?” I look down.  Archer barges past and picks up a t-shirt which he throws at me, I manage to catch it and hold it in front of my dick.  Not just undressed then, stark naked.  And I opened the door that way.  I swipe a hand over my face and drop onto the couch.  “Is this really necessary?” I ask then lick my lips and try to get some saliva into my dry mouth.  
 
    “Where the hell is your phone?  Don’t tell me you lost it again,” Nick is rooting around and picks up my jeans.  He pulls out my phone and looks at the screen, shakes his head then brings it to me. “Jenna has been calling you.” 
 
    “What?  Why, is she okay?” 
 
    The two of them share a glance and my spine tingles, as I finally read the room.  They are both super tense, and nowhere near as hung over as me it seems.  I look at the phone, there have been six missed calls, I frown and look back to Nick.   
 
    “She called me when she couldn’t get hold of you.” 
 
    I’m still not fully awake.  I lift my hand to wipe at my eyes and get a face full of t-shirt. 
 
    “Christ,” Archer groans and pointedly grabs a pair of jeans from my suitcase, tossing them so they hit me in the face.  “I have enough to worry about without going blind staring at that.” 
 
    “I can’t promise not to poke you in the eye with it,” I groan as I step into the jeans sans underwear, pulling them up over my hips.  I leave them unbuttoned just to piss him off.  
 
    “Cut the shit,” Nick interrupts.  “Something happened.” 
 
    “What?” I forget all about the hangover and my swinging dick offending my friends. 
 
    “She’s okay, but she got mixed up in something.  She wanted to speak to you before you read about it in the news.  Shit has hit the fan.  You’re gonna want to get to New York.” 
 
    “You’re freaking me the fuck out,” I snap.   
 
    “She didn’t have a lot of time to talk and the news doesn’t have all the facts but the gist of it is, she was with a friend at her apartment when her boyfriend attacked them.” 
 
    “What?” I shout, pain splitting my head and for a second my vision goes black.   
 
    Archer appears and shoves a glass of water in my face.  “Drink this, idiot.” 
 
    I knock it away and unlock my phone to call Jenna.  It goes to her voicemail.   
 
    “She had to go talk to the cops.” 
 
    “But she’s alright?  Who the hell attacked them?  I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I guess her friend was involved in a domestic violence situation.  Jenna went round to check up on her and the guy was there.” 
 
    I vaguely recall her talk about a friend she thought was scared of men before Chris died.  I got side tracked with all of that, and my fear of dragging Jenna into my life being the wrong thing to do.   
 
    “Problem is, it’s all over the news and her name got leaked, and with you attached to her, the band has been pulled into it so Bianca has lost her shit, the label are freaking out.” 
 
    “Fuck all that,” I say as I dial her again.  But it goes to voicemail again. “Shit.” 
 
    “She’s okay, her friend is a lawyer so she’s looking after her.” 
 
    “Why the hell would she need a lawyer?”   
 
    “Nick for fucks sake stop drip feeding him this shit,” Archer buts in.  “Jordan is out there getting B to sort us a flight.  You need to shower, pack up your shit and get home to be with your girl.  According to Brooke, she put up a hell of a fight, broke the guys nose and his balls.” 
 
    My brows rise.  “But she’s alright, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he blows out a deep breath.   
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling me everything,” I do up my pants and grab a t-shirt from the open suitcase behind me.  If Bianca is sorting us a flight it must be bad and I’m not about to waste time showering, even if I do smell like a distillery exploded on me. 
 
    “She didn’t fully put him down and he came at them again.” 
 
    The colour drains from my face, my fists clench tight. Rationally, I know she is okay because she called, she’s spoken to Nick but my heart is currently sat deep in my throat. 
 
    “Her friend got a gun from somewhere and shot him.  He’s dead.  Jenna is a witness.” 
 
    I dial her cell again without another word after hearing that.  Archer decides to start packing up my stuff for me.  Nick watches me as I pace.  I’m ready to leave her a voicemail when her sweet voice finally answers.   
 
    “Hey, you’re finally awake, that must have been a hell of a party.” 
 
    I sag against the TV table, it’s a good job it was there because I just moved backwards without thought, the relief I feel at hearing her voice makes me almost laugh at the absolute mundane words after what she has been through. 
 
    “I heard you’ve been putting those fists of yours to good use, Slugger.” 
 
    She laughs but then a sob breaks through and I squeeze my eyes tight, wishing with everything I had that I could be there with her right now. 
 
    “Baby,” I run a hand back and forth through my hair.  “I’m getting the next flight to you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.  I’m fine, honestly.  I’m just gonna go home with my mom and try to get some sleep.  I feel like I’ve been awake for days.” 
 
    “If you think for one second I’m gonna kick back here and leave you to deal with this, then you don’t know me.” 
 
    “I know you,” she sniffles quietly. 
 
    “Send me your mom’s address, let her know she’ll be meeting me sooner rather than later and, Jen, please don’t do anything like this again, yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t plan on it,” she chuckles.   
 
    “Your friend okay?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her.  They’ve kept her at the police station questioning her cos she shot him. Brooke is with her.  She…I can’t imagine what he put her through, she got away from him earlier this year but he found her again.  Adam, she’s so broken.  I’m glad I went there, despite what happened.  I think she would be dead now if I hadn’t.” 
 
    I don’t like what she did, that she put herself in mortal danger, but now is not the best time to bring up my feelings on the situation.   
 
    “I don’t know if they’re going to charge her but I’ll back her up all the way.  He would have… It could have gone a lot differently if she hadn’t grabbed the gun from his jacket.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” I whisper.  “I don’t even want to imagine losing you.” 
 
    “I’m still here.” 
 
    “I fucking love you, Jenna.  I promise, as soon as I can, I’m on a flight to you.” 
 
    She doesn’t argue again.  After making sure she is alright, we say goodbye.  The guys have been moving about the room, packing up my stuff but there is no way they didn’t hear my side of that conversation.  Archer checks his phone when it beeps. 
 
    “Jordan,” he says.  “We’re booked on a flight in three hours, we need to get to the airport.” 
 
    I hurry to the safe and get my wallet and passport and the spare cash I’d thrown in there and shove my feet into the boots I had on last night.  I could care less if I forget anything.  Archer heads back to his room to get his shit and Nick hands me a pair of sunglasses as he pushes my suitcase towards me.  The rest of our stuff and equipment is all together and Bianca and the road crew will make sure that gets where it needs to be. 
 
    “You’re gonna need those.  You look like shit.  You alright, man?” 
 
    I pause and look at Nick, seeing the concern in his eyes, then put the sunglasses on.  “That was a hell of a wakeup call.”  
 
    “The main thing is she’s okay,” he pats my shoulder. 
 
    “But it could have been different.  I could have lost her and I wouldn’t have been able to do anything.  I’m thousands of miles away from her and…” 
 
    Nick pretends he doesn’t see the quiver in my chin.   
 
    “She’s special,” he tells me, contemplating me in silence for a moment.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Things are gonna be different now, aren’t they?” 
 
    I know exactly what he means but don’t know how to articulate it right now.  I’m on the verge of puking, my head is pounding and my heart aching over what might have happened.   
 
    “You know, LA never really sat right with me.”  I whip my head up to look at him.  He chuckles a little. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s been good to us and we needed to be there to get where we are now, but things change.  Life’s fluid you know, sometimes, situations out of our control can make things turn on a dime, or you meet someone,” his lip tilts in a smile.  “That changes everything.  And when that happens, man…Who are we to stop it?  I just want you to know that personally, I’ll be happy to move and I’m glad we’re spending time in New York.” 
 
    “Jordan hates the idea.” 
 
    He shrugs.  “Jordan hated LA when we got there,” he reminds me.  “He’s adaptable and fuck, we don’t have to be together all the time, if he wants to split his time, hell any of us can do that.  It isn’t like money and travel is a problem for us.” 
 
    “I appreciate you saying all this, Nick.  Seriously.  This whole thing put everything into perspective for me.  I never expected to meet and fall for a girl the way I have with Jenna.  But she’s perfect and I…” I tip my head thinking how I want to put this.  “I just can’t imagine a day without her there.  It’s fucking insane.” 
 
    “It’s love, my man.  Arch is right, the mighty has fallen.  Happens to the worst of us,” he slaps my shoulder again.  “Come on, we need to get to the airport.” 
 
    I stop him from turning pulling him into a hug, letting him know what it means to me he is going to back me up.  It will be tough convincing the others but at least if I have Nick on my side, discussions will hopefully go a little easier. 
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    I’ve never been to Brooklyn, but what I see of it, I like.  Jenna’s mom lives in the heart of the DUMBO area, with its beautiful old, converted lofts and artistic vibes. 
 
    “Shit this place must cost a fortune,” Jordan says as we pull up at the address.   
 
    He takes out his phone as Stone and DiMarco get out ensuring it’s clear for us.  I couldn’t stop the guys coming.  I don’t know how Jenna will react, or her mom, having the whole band descend on them but they are like leaches, they won’t unstick.   
 
    “Holy shizzballs,” Jordan exclaims, making us all turn to look at him.  “Two bed condos go for upwards of one and a half mil here.  There is one on this site for nineteen million. Who is Jenna’s mom and what did she do to get a place in this neighbourhood?” 
 
    “I think she bought it over ten years ago, before prices skyrocketed.” 
 
    “Well, it’s awesome.  And with a name like DUMBO, who wouldn’t wanna live here?” 
 
    Nick and I exchange a look.  Archer catches it but doesn’t comment.  When we’re given the all clear, we get out of the SUV and approach the warehouse building.  Stone has already hit the buzzer and is talking to the woman who answers.  The door unlocks and she tells Stone to take the elevator to the top floor. 
 
    “Penthouse,” Jordan whistles.  “I think I want to adopt Mrs Montanari.” 
 
    “Jordan, dial it down,” Nick tells him. 
 
    We all pile into the elevator, which is big enough to fit a car, the whole place has been refurbished, while still keeping the integrity of original architecture with brick walls and high ceilings. 
 
    “What?  You think I don’t intend to embarrass our boy here in front of the mother-in-law.  I can’t wait.” 
 
    I roll my eyes but don’t comment.  I’m not nervous about meeting Jenna’s mom, I just want to see Jenna, to see with my own eyes that she is okay.  The doors open onto a wide corridor, there are huge floor to ceiling windows at the far end and a front door, the only one on the floor, mid-way between the window and elevator. 
 
    “Reminds me of that movie, Ghost. They live in a ridiculously huge loft like this.”   
 
    Even Archer starts to sound impressed.   
 
    “Dude, you’ve seen Ghost?” Nick’s brows rise.  
 
    “It’s classic Swayze.  Shut the fuck up,” he storms to the door when Nick laughs.  
 
    “Wonder if Jenna’s mom is into pottery,” Jordan muses.  
 
    She may have got this place before prices in Brooklyn went nuts, but she also had her husband’s life insurance policy to buy it, and her mom is an artist, so it’s the ideal place for her.  I’ve seen a couple of her paintings and know she is good at what she does. 
 
    The door opens as we reach it and I get my first in person look at Jenna’s mom.  She’s wearing a pair of denim overalls that are rolled up her calves and covered in paint.  The black t-shirt beneath it is spotless.  Her dark hair is piled on her head in a haphazard bun, she has green Doc Martins on her feet and is wearing red glasses.  She’s way smaller than Jenna, around five three but she looks exactly like her daughter, with the same brilliant blue eyes and huge smile.   
 
    “Well, you’re not the Rolling Stones, but you’ll do,” she greets us.   
 
    “Mama Montanari!” Jordan says approaching her, his arms wide.  To my surprise she welcomes the hug.   
 
    “You must be Jordan,” she says, appraising him at arm’s length.  “I’ve heard a lot about you, young man.  And call me Sandy.” 
 
    “All naughty I hope, Sandy.” 
 
    She laughs.  “Well, come in, I wasn’t expecting everyone,” she peers past us at Stone but he’ll stay outside. “I have lemonade and my famous pasta primavera, hope you boys are hungry.” 
 
    “Can you adopt us?” 
 
    She laughs at Jordan and ushers us inside.  I head in last and stop in front of her.  She lets the others go ahead into the wide open living area, and chuckles at Jordan’s exclamations about the size and décor of the place.   
 
    “Adam,” she says with a soft smile.  “How are you?” 
 
    “Kinda terrified,” I admit. 
 
    She links her arm with mine.  “She’s sleeping, but she is okay. A little banged up and she broke a couple of fingers but otherwise, physically she’s fine.” 
 
    “What about mentally?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, that’s a little trickier,” Sandy says and despite her jovial greeting, she is concerned. “She’s putting on a brave face, I know she is really worried about her friend.  But that is my Jenna.  She cares about others, sometimes more than herself.  Very much like her dad was in that regard.  Anyway, let’s get inside.  Are your friends coming?” she looks back at Stone, DiMarco is waiting by the elevator. 
 
    “They’ll stay outside, they’re our security.” 
 
    “Ooo,” she grins at me.  “Okay, well I’ll send out some lemonade for you, but you’re totally welcome to come in if the mood takes you.” 
 
    “It’s okay ma’am, we’ll be fine out here.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” her brows rise.  “You’ll make me feel old with that shit.” 
 
    Stone chuckles but assures her they’re good.  She shuts the door and leads me into the apartment.  Jordan is right about how impressive it is, the whole thing is wide open, living area, dining and kitchen and in the far corner there is a huge space for her artwork.  The décor is definitely bohemian and eclectic, there is no real design behind it. 
 
    “She’s been sleeping for about three hours,” Sandy says.  I almost bounce on my feet.  “Second door on the left,” she points to a hallway beyond the kitchen.  “I’ll keep these dudes occupied.  Bring her out for some food when she’s ready, she’s not eaten much.” 
 
    I nod then head the way she points and leave the others behind.  I open the door and peer inside.  It’s shadowy but not dark and I can see her lying in the huge bed.  It looks like it was a four poster at some point but the bottom two posts have been cut off, just the top two remain with a canopy over it, nothing princess about it, the fabric is dark and expensive.  I watch her sleep for a while, then pull my t-shirt over my head, kick off my boots and carefully lift the covers.  I slowly move in behind her. 
 
    She wakes slowly at first then jumps, her head whips around. 
 
    “It’s me,” I say quickly.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    She visibly relaxes and I feel awful for sneaking up on her but she rolls into me, her head snuggling in between my neck and shoulder.  I inhale the peach scent of her hair and pull her tighter to me.  I can’t fathom the depth of feelings running through me at being able to hold her like this.  I can’t seem to get close enough and she burrows against me, feeling the same. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” she says, finally pulling back, and I get a look at her face. 
 
    My blood boils when I see the bruises on her cheek and chin, she shakes her head. 
 
    “I’m fine, I promise.” 
 
    “He put his fucking hands on you,” I growl.  “If he wasn’t dead, I’d bring him back and kill him again.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, it’s bad enough Megan might be in trouble for this.” 
 
    I stroke her hair.  “I’d kill anyone who hurt you.”  I gently take hold of her hand where three of her fingers are taped and wrapped in a white bandage.  “You won’t be boxing for a while, Slugger.” 
 
    “You think this’ll stop me,” she grins. 
 
    I can’t help it, I have to kiss that smile.  She breathes into me as our lips touch.  I inhale her in, moving my lips gently so I don’t hurt her.   
 
    “Bet this brings back memories,” she says. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You must have snuck into your girlfriend’s bedrooms when her parents were home.” 
 
    “Me, never,” I scoff. “I’m a respectable guy.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she laughs and it’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.  Her head rises when she hears the sound of laughter coming from outside.  “Is that Jordan?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” I say sheepish.  “They kind of all tagged along.  I couldn’t get rid of them.  Actually, they wanted to see you to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “That’s sweet,” she leans up on her elbow.  “Sorry it got into the press.  I didn’t want them to drag the band into this mess.” 
 
    “Forget that.  It’ll work itself out. We have to go to LA, probably do some interviews and press releases but I’m not concerned.  All I care about is being with you.” 
 
    “It’s going to drag on for a while. If they arrest and charge Meg, it’ll go to trial.” 
 
    “You think they’ll charge her with murder?” my brows rise. 
 
    “Brooke isn’t sure.  She’s taken her on as a client and is claiming self-defence.” 
 
    “It was, plus she saved you too.” 
 
    “I know, we just have to wait and see how the cops want to play it.  Brooke text a while ago to say she’d been released on bail, she’s taken her back to stay with her for now.” 
 
    “That’s good.  She’s lucky to have you both,” my jaw is tense and Jenna eyes me, but she chooses not to get into it, which I’m glad for.  I’m not sure how I feel about this chick, even if she is Jenna’s friend.  “We can worry about all that later.  Your mom made food, she said you hadn’t eaten.”   
 
    “Yeah, I am hungry,” she says, her eyes drop to my lips and down to my bare chest. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” I tell her.  “I’m not sneaking off and fucking you the first time I meet your mom.  Plus she has lemonade.” 
 
    “You’d rather have lemonade than me?” 
 
    “Jordan can smell sex from ten miles away, so there will be no hiding it.  And he won’t hesitate to embarrass us regardless of your mom being there.  Also, I like lemonade.” 
 
    “Ok chicken, we better go out there before mom corrupts him.” 
 
    “Corrupts Jordan, seriously?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, mom has no filter whatsoever.  They’ll be two peas in a pod.” 
 
    “Just what we need, a kindred spirit for him.” 
 
    We get out of bed, reluctantly and I pull my t-shirt back on, while Jenna drags on some sweatpants and a t-shirt.  She reaches for me before we get to the door and I turn, taking her in my arms again and I hold her for a long moment.  She kisses my throat and my dick stirs.   
 
    “Stop it. I mean it.  Shit,” I adjust my dick, willing it down.   
 
    “Later though, right?” 
 
    “You bet your fucking ass.” 
 
    We head out arm in arm to find Jordan setting the table, Nick straining pasta and Archer standing with Sandy going through the biggest vinyl collection I’ve seen outside of a record store.  My eyes widen and Archer turns, grinning at me.   
 
    “No wonder she didn’t know who we were, have you seen this?  Sandy said this is what she grew up on.  I’m so damn jealous of this shit.” 
 
    Jenna rolls her eyes and lets me go when she sees where my focus now lies.  I hurry over and bend down to look at the rows of albums, they’re even in proper display stands.  Sandy takes a Velvet Underground album over to the digital record player.  She sets it going and I close my eyes, she has surround sound too and isn’t afraid to let out a little volume.     
 
    “Gotta be over ten grands worth of original albums there,” Jordan says, putting napkins down on the table.  “I think I’m in love.” 
 
    “With the music or my mom?” 
 
    “Aidan’s girl!” Jordan calls Jenna by the name the press initially gave her, picks Jenna up and gives her a tight squeeze.  I go to tell him to put her down before he hurts her but Jenna laughs and pats his back with her uninjured hand.  “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she kisses his cheek as he puts her down.   
 
    Nick and Archer come over and give her hugs too, and I growl when Arch holds her a little too long, winking at me over her shoulder.  The fucker.   
 
    We sit down to Sandy’s pasta primavera, and a couple of bottles of wine, the lemonade forgotten.  Sandy doesn’t forget Stone and DiMarco and eventually forces them to come in for a plate.  There is a lot of laughter and stories and when we’re not eating I keep Jenna’s hand in mine.  It’s easy to see she’s affected by what happened and I don’t know how long it will take for her to move past it, but I’ll be right there beside her, helping her through it. 
 
    Watching my best friend’s enjoying themselves and listening to Jordan discussing the merits of a DUMBO loft, I think we may just find what it is we’ve all been looking for.   
 
    “You good?” Jenna asks while Archer and Nick clear the table and Jordan plonks his ass in front of the records.   
 
    “Better than good,” I tell her.  “I’m here to take care of you, I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    She leans over and kisses me and I don’t give one shit when Jordan makes a rude comment, though I do pull back when Sandy says something worse. 
 
    “Mom!” Jenna shrieks, her cheeks flushing.  Arch and Nick fall about laughing. 
 
    “That’s it,” Jordan shouts.  “I’m moving in.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Epilogue 
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    In the eight months since we moved to New York, there have been only six weeks of mornings I didn’t wake up to Jenna beside me.  Initially, because she wanted to stay at her own apartment, even though I got a place.  I leased a three bed apartment on the twenty second floor in The Prism at Park Avenue and had been given the go ahead to set up the third bedroom as a makeshift studio, where we can practice and work on the album.   
 
    Jordan got a place literally across the hall.  My assistant found it for me and when we came to view it, Jordan tagged along, saw the unit opposite was empty and scored it.  Nick and Archer got a place together in Hell’s Kitchen and seemed happy enough.   
 
    I chose a place near Jenna’s work and gym, she kept her own because my lease was only for a year, even though I fully intended staying in New York. Until I put down proper roots, I understood her need to have the security of her own apartment.  Course, she wanted to pay for that place and towards this and we’d had a couple of spectacular disputes about that, but seen as how I won, I didn’t care what we called them.  Plus this place was costing almost nine thousand dollars a month, she’d kill me if she knew, despite me having more than enough money to pay double the rent if I need to. 
 
    For a week of that time, I’d been in LA working on some promotional stuff with the band, Jenna wasn’t able to come due to work commitments.  She’d been back to LA with me the other times I’d had to go, taking it all in stride.   
 
    Another two days of sleeping without her was after I landed myself in hospital.  I’d been goofing around during rehearsals on the stage at the Forest Hills Stadium, where we were doing a one off charity show and fell from an amp, landing mostly on my head giving myself a concussion and sprained wrist.  Jenna ran into my hospital room after hearing the news, her beautiful face wet with tears and eyes angry, then went ahead to give me a Slugger style punch, resulting in a dead arm, which startled the nurse checking my medication levels at the time.  She moved in to take care of me.  In that time I convinced her to stay so took it as a win.   
 
    The initial press whirlwind was difficult for her at times but after we did an interview in Rolling Stone about our relationship, things got easier, though no less invasive, but interest moved on and people seemed to accept we were a couple and mostly left us alone, only having to deal with the usual shit I’d coped with for the last ten years.   
 
    We are finally done with the new album too and tonight is the release party, the album drops at midnight and people from the industry, friends and family get to hear the new stuff as it hits all the big streaming sites and music stores.   
 
    We have a lot to do today but first.  I roll over and move closer to her, somehow through the night she’s managed to wiggle away from me.  Unsurprisingly, I’m hard as a rock and I slowly grind myself up against her ass, although I’m disappointed to find she’s wearing clothes.  She makes a sweet little moan, groan sound as she starts to wake and pushes her head into the pillow, her hair is like a birds nest covering her face, so I brush it aside and start sucking on the back of her neck, as my hips move a little harder.  
 
    “Still sleeping,” she mumbles.   
 
    “Hmm,” I murmur as I grab her sleep shorts and glide them over her hips and down her legs.  I run my hands back up her thighs, skimming over the warmth between them as my hands get to work pushing up her top to free her tits, and I tug on her nipples. 
 
    “Adam,” she tries to sound stern but it comes out too breathy to deter me.  She knows she can’t stop me once I get started. I lift her thigh and place her knee on top of mine and push two fingers into her which releases a nice moan. 
 
    “Yes, Jenna?” I ask, kissing her neck with a laugh that has her brushing her hair away so she can peer over her shoulder at me.  She has a pillow crease on her cheek to go with her crazy hair but to me, she is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.  I catch her lips in a kiss to distract her from saying anything else and slide inside her.   
 
    Her back arches, pushing her ass into me, and I go deeper and groan but maintain the slow rhythm.  Sleepy sex with Jenna is my third favourite kind.  She reaches behind to hold the back of my head as I kiss her neck and throat and that soft spot beneath her ear that drives her wild. Before too long, the soft slowness turns more intense as I roll her under me, keeping her pinned as I thrust into her and run my lips up her spine.  I grit my teeth to hold off on my own release until she moans my name into the pillow, her whole body clenching, squeezing the shit out of my dick, then I go off too.   
 
    “I’m hungry,” she pouts after we catch our breath; I slap her ass before getting out of bed. 
 
    “Go shower, I’ll make breakfast.” 
 
    “No need to tell me twice,” she smiles and I bend over to kiss her lips before I grab a pair of boxers and head out of our bedroom.   
 
    I’ve got bacon and eggs plated up while I work on the pancakes, when a rat-a-tat knock at the front door precedes it opening and Jordan walking in.  Sometimes I regret giving him a key for emergencies. 
 
    “We smell bacon.” 
 
    “Go get your own bacon,” I call from the kitchen.   
 
    It doesn’t deter him though and he rounds the corner, Alessa follows.  She looks at me apologetically but her hungry eyes snag on the plates I’ve set out.  Jordan goes to the coffee machine while I grab two more plates.  Guess we have company for breakfast.  At least I wasn’t fucking Jenna over the counter, like the last time he let himself in.   
 
    “I thought we discussed the definition of emergency,” I drawl as Alessa takes a seat and Jordan puts a mug of coffee in front of her. 
 
    We were all surprised as shit when he announced he had a girlfriend.  He relentlessly pursued the bassist from a band we were getting friendly with but she wouldn’t give him the time of day, just allowed him to make a nuisance of himself with a kind of detached aloofness that had us all cracking up.  No one knew, even the guys in her own band, they’d hooked up before he informed us they were together.   
 
    Alessa is originally from Ukraine, with a slight accent, she wears blue tinted glasses, has two toned brown and purple hair in one of those asymmetrical bob haircuts with huge bangs, and plays bass like a boss.  She bonded with Nick first over their mutual love of the instrument when Kono introduced us to Red Alert, an up and coming North Carolina band they’re working with.  Spending time at the same studio, we hit it off and are planning a small tour after the release of our album and they’ll be supporting us.  They’re attending the release party tonight. 
 
    “I call dibs on the first pancake.” 
 
    “No you don’t,” I slap his hand with the spatula and pull the plate away.  “My woman always gets the first pancake.” 
 
    “Pussy whipped,” Jordan mock coughs into his hand.   
 
    “You wouldn’t give me your first made pancake?” Alessa arches a brow, her stern accent more exaggerated than normal. 
 
    “Course I would, my divchinka,” he takes her hand and kisses it.   
 
    Arch did a google translate so we know he refers to her as his baby girl in Ukrainian.  If anyone is pussy whipped, it’s him.  He protects her as fiercely as I do Jenna, so I guess we both fall into that category, more than happily.   
 
    Elsa, the girl Nick kind of dated back in LA visited Jenna when she was working in New York a couple of months ago.  She came out for drinks with us and it was awkward initially, but Elsa is a great girl, with a fun, sarcastic wit and loads of stories to tell. Everyone loosened up pretty quick around her after she said it was water under the bridge.  I wasn’t sure Nick actually spoke to her after the day she saw him with another woman on TV but they were easy enough around each other after a while.   
 
     “Quit trying to steal my food,” Jenna walks into the kitchen and gives Alessa a grin, flicks Jordan’s ear then rewards me with a kiss, taking her plate out of my hand.   
 
    She plops down beside Alessa and they immediately start talking about outfits for the evening. I deliberately hand Alessa the next plate of food causing Jordan to bare his teeth at me.  I love how well Jenna slots into my life, the boys are like family to her and since Jordan adopted Sandy as his ‘New York mom’, which she is thrilled about and they hang out all the time, he says that makes Jenna his sister.  Nick already adores her, and Archer, the fucker still tries to rile me up giving her extra-long hugs and kisses.  But I’m happy.   
 
    After we feed and get rid of our apartment crashers, I shower and reluctantly part ways with Jenna to go to a meeting with the guys and Bianca, Jenna has to work for a few hours this morning.  She’s taken over most of the running of the literary agency.  Iz semi-retired when her wife took a turn for the worse, but against all odds, she pulled through and they’re spending a lot of time travelling as much as Ada’s illness allows, living life to the fullest.  She keeps a lot of input into the business but trusts Jenna with the day to day running.  It makes her happy but she’s also busy a lot of the time.  I love how much she loves her job but I draw the line at her hanging out with The Douche, who she actually very rarely sees and apparently he’s about to get married. 
 
    We have our meeting to discuss the upcoming plans once the album drops, we meet with our business manager who goes through the financials with us to make sure we’re managing our money properly, then on to a couple of interviews. One pre-recorded TV show in person and one live radio appearance to promote the release at midnight.  We allow the DJ’s to play one of the songs from the album.   
 
     We’d already released ‘Restful Destruction’, our typical sound, bass heavy, a dark undertone with a duet appearance by a mainstream pop singer named Zosia.  She is trying to become edgier in her music, after getting out of a contract with a label who wanted to exploit her.  She’s young and a little jaded already but she has a powerhouse voice and enthusiasm for music that is refreshing.  We harmonise well, so chose it to be the first release. 
 
    Today they’re getting a glimpse of our softer side.  I wrote ‘With Your Heartbeat’ about Jenna when she first came to LA, never expecting the guys would consider it good enough for the album, we always said we’d tone things down with one or two ballads that likely wouldn’t be singles, but they all loved it and feedback so far told us it was a hit with the fans. 
 
    We’re whisked away to get ready for the party after that.  Bianca wants us to dress up and make a splash with a polished look but Archer and Jordan complained so much she said she quit and told us to wear whatever the fuck we want.   
 
    Things between Bianca and I were strained for a while but once I agreed she had nothing to do with the whole Erica debacle, we made up.  Erica was released from contract at the end of the tour and would never work with us again.  Besides, Brady, our original voice coach’s wife had her baby and he was eager to get back to work.   
 
    “You ready for tonight, bro?” Arch asks as we head to our respective cars in the parking lot of the label’s New York office.  Jordan has gone somewhere with Alessa and Riley, the other girl from Red Alert and I have no clue where Nick disappeared to.   
 
    “Yeah,” I say, my palms sweating. I rub them on my jeans and Arch gives me a look.  
 
    “You’re shitting your pants right now, aren’t you?” 
 
    I try to laugh it off but he slaps my shoulder and looks at me like he is about to say something profound.  “Just don’t take away from the album drop.” 
 
    “Fucker,” I lightly punch him in the gut and he laughs as he walks away.   
 
    On the drive home I call in an order at our favourite restaurant and pick it up, we’re not likely to get time to eat a full meal even though there is a buffet tonight, knowing Jenna, she won’t have eaten much today. I let myself in calling “honey I’m home”, Jenna appears from the hallway to the bedroom looking like every fucking fantasy I’ve ever had in my life.  
 
    The dress is pale pink and silver, with one delicate strap over her shoulder, it fits all the way down her tight body until just below the knee where the fabric flares out. It sparkles like diamonds and looks as if it’s covered in shards of broken glass.  Her hair is thick and tousled with soft curls and pulled over her bare shoulder.  She has a simple white gold chain with a small diamond around her neck, it rests just in the hollow of her throat.   
 
    “Fuck me,” I drop the food on the table and walk towards her. 
 
    “Don’t even think about messing me up,” she holds up both hands.  “It took Brooke an age to get me looking rock star party worthy.” 
 
    “Shit, Jen, you could show up in a trash bag and look amazing.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkles.  “I’d rather not.  Ooh is that the grilled cheese short rib from Van Da,” she ducks around me to the takeout. 
 
    “You’ll get messy if you start eating that,” I point out. 
 
    “Why did you get ribs?” 
 
    “I didn’t realise you’d be ready to go, we have,” I look at my watch.  “Shit, an hour.” 
 
    “Yeah, better get a wriggle on, where is that apron mom got you?” 
 
    I laugh at the visual of her in her expensive gown and make-up wearing the apron with a hamster riding a triceratops dinosaur her mom gave me for my birthday.  Hurrying to the bathroom, I strip and shower, shave and sort out my hair, and despite the guys not wanting to dress up, I pull on charcoal grey dress pants with a crisp black shirt.  I leave the top two buttons open and roll up the sleeves, putting my leather bracelets and rings back on.  My boots aren’t perfect but they’re not the battered pair of sneakers I normally walk around in.  
 
    Jenna wolf whistles when I come out to the kitchen where she has carefully managed to eat some of the ribs without dirtying herself up.  She comes and lightly kisses me, and I can taste the ribs.  I grip her waist deepening the kiss by thrusting my tongue in her mouth.  She willingly allows this for about five seconds, then flustered, pulls away, her chest heaving slightly.  I love that she can’t get enough of me.   
 
    Her phone beeps and she checks it.  “Limo’s here,” she smiles.  “You got everything?” 
 
    “Yep,” I follow after her towards the door where she grabs her keys and a purse, slipping everything inside.  “Oh shit, no.” 
 
    “What?” she looks back at me.  
 
    “I forgot my phone,” I say, feeling as if my face is giving everything away but she just rolls her eyes and tells me to hurry up already.  I run back to our bedroom and open the closet.  On the shelf that runs above the clothes rail where we pile shoe boxes and other crap, I feel around for the small box I hid up there three weeks ago.   
 
    It shows how fucking nervous I am I nearly forgot the damn thing. I grab a leather jacket and tuck it into the pocket, zipping it up to make sure I don’t lose it and wonder for the hundredth time if I’m being an asshole planning this in front of everyone we know. 
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    Jordan is dancing with my mom, who looks fabulous in her 1950’s cherry covered swing dress, her hair piled up in victory rolls.  She’s wearing her red glasses and has bright white Doc Martins on.  I shake my head at their antics as I sip champagne and look around.   
 
    We’re in mom’s neighbourhood, the band rented out the four thousand square feet Old Brooklyn Bank and Vault for the party.  There are cathedral style windows on one side and original exposed brick on the other.  Various different music genres play through the music system which is linked to the LED lights making everything that much more authentically rock party. Archer raved about how there is studio space available to rent here, which made Adam’s brows lift because Archer was the hold out on returning to New York for good. 
 
    There are people filling the main floor and the two mezzanines, including press, bloggers and vloggers, industry people and friends and family.   
 
    “This is so awesome,” Brooke says beside me, holding her champagne glass up to me to clink together.  “Although I’m still pissed about Jordan and-” 
 
    “My mom?” I cut her off.  I know she doesn’t mean it, but I really like Alessa and she’s been great for Jordan, he needs someone to tame him.  Being in a relationship with her, together with my mom’s influence, he’s really toned down his antics of late.  Much to the fans disappointment but the guys all love this new mellow Jordan.  
 
    “Yeah,” Brooke grins but it turns wistful.  “Everyone is pairing up, I’m gonna be a bitter old spinster before you know it.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I huff.  “Brooke there’s about ten guys looking at you right now.” 
 
    “Who? Where?” she glances around.   
 
    “Well, for one, Ciro from Red Alert has been eyeing you up for the last ten minutes.” 
 
    “Which one is he?” she tries to be discrete, but that isn’t one of Brooke’s best attributes. 
 
    “Faux hawk, tribal tats, padlock necklace.  Fuck me eyes lasered in on you,” I grin.  “Want me to introduce you?” 
 
    “Is the Pope catholic?” 
 
    But I don’t need to make introductions because Ciro is already on his way over, and I’m pretty much forgotten as they start talking. I don’t know him that well but Adam says everyone from the band is great.  I bump into Meg and Joey and give them both big hugs.   
 
    After a seriously anxious few weeks, and a number of other victims of Michael’s coming forward in support, Megan miraculously wasn’t charged for killing her ex-boyfriend.   
 
    Brooke came up with tons of evidence and invoked the Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act in her defence.  Of course, it helped that the whole thing was tied to the band, as much as Bianca felt it was bad press for BreakNeck, it was also a stroke of luck for Megan’s defence.  Not that the fans or press could sway the legal system, but both Megan and I were in imminent danger from a man who’d already attacked us, wielding a deadly weapon with full intent to kill one or the other of us, if Megan hadn’t acted.  He didn’t live at the address so it was classed as breaking and entering too. Despite Meg’s relationship history with him, they couldn’t disallow a self-defence claim as he wasn’t a resident of the property. 
 
    I wasn’t sure of all the legal details, I was glad she wasn’t in prison for it.  And that, against all odds, she’d managed to forge a relationship with Joey, a man who used violence as a career choice, but treated Meg like a queen, and it was beautiful to see her transformation with him. Sam even relented on their relationship within the gym, although there was never to be any ‘canoodling’. 
 
    Adam finds me as it gets closer to midnight, he needs to be seen with and speaking to various different people at the event, and there always seems to be a camera on him and the other guys most of the night, but he always has one eye on me when we’re apart.   
 
    He takes my hand and leads me onto the dancefloor, holding me close and nuzzling his nose against mine.  “Missed you,” he hums.  “They’re about to reveal the album cover,” he indicates above us to a huge screen taking up half the wall.  There are smaller TV screens around the space which will also show the picture.  He’s kept the reveal from me too, the little shit, but I’m excited to see it now. 
 
    “Do you need to go stand somewhere for it?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m right where I need to be,” he tells me, wrapping his arms around me so his fingers rest above my ass.  “There is a VIP room upstairs, we’re gonna head up there after the reveal and a few songs, just family and friends.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I sway with him, enjoying the feeling of being wrapped in his arms.   
 
    A countdown suddenly begins over the speakers, the LED lights flashing in time, everyone stops dancing and looks up at the screens, Adam keeps me in the circle of his arms but I turn so my back is to his chest.  There are cheers and whoops as people count down too.   
 
    Keira and Adam’s parents are all holding hands, excitement in their happy faces.  Jordan has Alessa on his back and he’s holding my mom’s hand which makes me smile.  Brooke is still standing with Ciro and I note his hand on the small of her back.   
 
    When the countdown hits one, the lights go off for a few seconds and when they burst back on, the album cover is on the screens and ‘Head Above Water,’ the album’s title track, booms around the room.  Someone lets off confetti cannons, filling the room with flying pieces of colourful paper.  I squeal as Adam spins and lifts me up in his arms.  Camera flashes are going off around us.  It’s like a New Year celebration so I lean in and kiss him.   
 
    “Congratulations baby,” I say against his lips.   
 
    “Love you, Slugger.” 
 
    “Cool!”  He bops my nose and I laugh.  “Yeah, well, I love you more.” 
 
    The party goes into overdrive, everyone dancing, more booze flowing, the album playing in its entirety.  Nick is live streaming to the band’s Instagram followers, making the rounds, shoving his phone in people’s faces for reactions.  After a while I notice people starting to disappear upstairs and frown. 
 
    “VIP room,” Adam takes my hand.  “It’s time for our private celebration.” 
 
    “With all those people watching?” I arch a brow. 
 
    “Kinky,” he squeezes my butt.  “But no, that can wait till we’re all alone.” 
 
    He leads me up the stairs to the VIP room, leaving the press people and non-close friends to carry on partying, enjoying the free booze and food.  When we go inside, everyone we love is here and a big cheer goes up for the band.  There is about twenty of us but the space is plenty big enough with comfy couches and ambient lights.  Arch is pouring out glasses of champagne which he passes around so everyone has one.   
 
    “Okay,” he holds up his hand.  “Attention people.” Everyone stops chatting and turns to look at him. “Thanks for coming guys, it really means a lot to have you all here tonight.  I mean,” he looks around and his eyes pause on each of his band members.  “We’ve been doing this shit for a long time, but it never gets old,” he laughs.   
 
    “Language!” my mom calls out and everyone gives her shit for her double standards.  My mom can swear with the best of them. 
 
    “Seriously though, we never thought we would be standing here like this.  Our fifth album under our belt. Shit,” he shakes his head.  “We were just some kids making a racket in our friend’s garage.  The ultimate cliché, right.  But out of the thousands of bands who try to make a go of it, we got picked and I’m still blown away by that.  I just want to thank you for always standing by us and supporting us.  I hope we can keep making you all proud of us and we keep on rocking for many years to come.  You guys are family, and I love you all.” 
 
    “You sappy motherfucker,” Jordan runs over and jumps up on Archer.  He stumbles back and his glass shatters on the floor but he catches Jordan before tossing him away.  Everyone laughs.  “I love you too, my sweet Archer-man.  But not as much as Adam loves Jenna,” he winks and I burst out laughing. 
 
    Adam isn’t smiling though.  In fact, he looks like he’s in pain.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask, turning to him.  He shakes his head, his eyes darting over my head to everyone behind us.  “Adam, you’re shaking,” I say taking his hand. 
 
    Everyone is quiet and I glance back to see all eyes on us.  Fuck, what is going on? 
 
    When I turn back around, Adam is down on one knee.   
 
    “Oh shit,” I blurt out, my hands going to my mouth to try and cover what I just said, but everyone heard and a murmur of laughter fills the room.  “You all knew,” I accuse, looking at them before turning back to Adam. 
 
    He doesn’t look ill anymore.  In fact, he’s beaming a smile at me.  My heart pounds so bad I think it’s about to explode.  I never in a million years expected this.  I love him with all my heart but I never thought this would happen.  I’m not annoyed about it either and I hold my breath, waiting for him to ask. 
 
    “About two months ago, I was at a meeting in a restaurant with some industry types, boring shit you know,” he says.  I have no clue where he is going with this.  Isn’t he supposed to just ask me the question? I have to let out a breath and inhale in or I’ll pass out.  “There was this guy sitting at a table next to us that looked kind of familiar.  I kept staring at him.” 
 
    “You gonna propose to him?” Nick shouts. 
 
    “This is going somewhere,” Adam yells back.  It’s typical that even a proposal involves his band.  He takes my hand and looks at me with complete and total adoration.  “Eventually it clicked, that guy was called Lance, and he was a complete and total fuck nugget.  But I got out of my seat and I walked over and shook his hand.” 
 
    I stifle a laugh behind my hand.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for that guy and his complete idiocy, I never would have met you.” 
 
    I rub my lips together and blink really hard in an effort not to cry.  He sees and gets to his feet, pulling me into him and kissing me. 
 
    “Jesus, can he do anything right?” his sister asks from somewhere beside us.  
 
    “I love you, Jenna.  You’re everything.  I can’t imagine waking up in the morning and you not being there.  I want to spend the rest of my life loving you,” he lowers his head to my ear.  “Fucking you.” He pulls back and my heart skips a beat.  “And giving you the first pancake.” 
 
    I blush as I run my hands through his hair.   
 
    He puts his hand in his pocket and takes out a small black velvet box.  He frowns.  “Do I get back down on my knee?” he looks over my head and everyone laughs again.  “Fuck it.” He opens the box and tosses it over his shoulder then grabs my hand.  He poises it over my finger and looks into my eyes.  “You wanna marry me, Slugger?” 
 
    “Finally!”  I cry as he slips the ring on my finger.  “Yes, you rambling idiot.  Yes.” 
 
    Everyone around us cheers as Adam picks me up and spins me.  I hold my hand out behind him, he hasn’t even let me look at the ring yet.  I gasp at the teardrop diamond on a white gold band, with smaller diamonds embedded around the band.  It’s beautiful and probably way too expensive but there will be no arguing with him about the price.   
 
    People come over and congratulate us, mom hugs me tight saying in my ear dad would love him, making my eyes fill again.    
 
    Keira jumps on her brother and drags me into the hug. “It’s about time Jake got a cousin.” 
 
    Adam rears back, eyes wide as he turns to look at me with an uncertain expression. 
 
    “How about we have a couple of years of wedded bliss before we think about that?” I link his arm with mine.  We haven’t discussed the possibility of kids because it isn’t really on our radar. Plus we have literally been engaged two minutes.  I would like them one day but we’re both young with a lot of living to do before we settle down that far. 
 
    “Yeah, let me be able to screw my wife in the kitchen for a little while longer sis.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkles and she mutters, “gross,” before walking away. 
 
    “Knew that’d do it,” he smirks at me. 
 
    “Jordan walking in on us in the kitchen is more than enough for me,” I grin. 
 
    “We need to get that key back,” Adam mutters, looking over at his friend who is slow dancing to a fast paced rock song with Alessa.   
 
    “You looked like you were going to puke just before you did it,” I nudge his stomach.  
 
    “You might have said no.” 
 
    “In what universe?” I touch my fingertips to his lips.  “You’re mine, Aidan Gass.” 
 
    “Nope.  Enough of that shit.  You’re gonna be Mrs Mathews.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    Everyone turns to look at Nick, who is holding his phone in one hand and his head in the other.  Adam grabs my hand and pulls me over to him as Arch and Jordan do the same, all staring at Nick with concern.  
 
    He looks up, a smile spreading over his face and he holds up the phone for everyone to see.  We peer at the photo of two guys holding up a very distinctive bass guitar. 
 
    “They found the Warwick!” 
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    This free eBook can be yours, all you need to do is follow the link below – you will be signed up to my newsletter and the link will be directly sent to your inbox.   
 
      
 
    Click here to get your free Novella - https://dl.bookfunnel.com/tcfssrszpl 
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