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The Other Side of Wrong

 

Jake McQuinn’s lived and loved the rock-star lifestyle. But a scandal ripped him away from his band and back home for damage control. His family company could crumble without him. His band’s epic comeback won’t happen without him. How’s he supposed to choose which one to save?

 

Cassidy--just one name as befits one of the biggest pop stars on the planet--has discovered the downside to fame. Finding a decent guy to date who understands her demanding career and crazy schedule? Impossible. Until she remembers the rocker who almost rocked her world a few years ago…

 

Jake thought he walked away from her for all the right reasons. Cassidy, however, intends to get him back. And she’s going to use his band’s shot at redemption and rock legend status as leverage. If she convinces him to date her again and re-embrace his inner rock star, it’ll be good for both of them? Even better. Doing the right thing for everyone else feels so wrong for Jake. And making a bad decision about hooking up with Cassidy could be the best thing yet…
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For Tom, who rocks my world.



 

 

 

 

 

Thank you to Erica Monroe for her mad editing skills that come with a side of encouragement. I’m so grateful to everyone who has followed Riptide’s journey! I’m tempted to keep going and give Jones his own story…. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Cassidy glanced over her shoulder at her human wall of a bodyguard. The one standing so close she’d literally elbow him if she so much as scratched her cheek. 

“Matt. Back off. Let’s institute the Catholic school dance rules. Gotta be enough space between us for the Holy Spirit to pass.”

Matt gave her an exaggerated once-over, taking in her above-the-knee leather boots, red leather miniskirt and low-cut white tank. “Miss Cassidy, I have a feeling the Holy Spirit would take one look at you and keep right on going.”

“Awww. You do say the sweetest things.” Because she’d escaped the rigidity of her ultra-religious background and gone…a different way. Successfully. And it felt damn good. 

Cassidy relished knowing that she looked like a sex goddess. More to the point, she relished knowing that other people saw her that way. Not just because it helped every album she released go platinum. Not just because it helped sell-out the biggest arenas on every year-long concert tour. 

But because—if her plan worked—her carefully chosen outfit would knock Jake McQuinn on his ass.

“There’s no crowds, Matt. Nobody knows I’m even in Tennessee, let alone in this hotel that looks like we’re actually at the North Pole.” She rolled her eyes for the fourth time at the garland draped along the balcony railings. The giant Christmas trees filling the lobby. The enormous wreath over the fireplace. Even though it was only the week after Labor Day, for crying out loud! 

“Your fans are everywhere,” he said simply. “You’re walking, gasoline-soaked tinder. One screaming fan could be the spark that lights this whole lobby into a riot.”

“Your compliments are downgrading drastically. Will you at least go get yourself some lunch when I’m with the band? The Riptide guys have their own security. I’ll be fine.”

“Nope. You can’t shake me. That’s why you pay me the big bucks. To be the closest man to you at all times.”

Nope. Cassidy wanted Jake McQuinn to be the closest man to her. Skin-to-skin close. But that little secret was one she decidedly would not share with her bodyguard. 

As soon as he opened the glass door to the pool area, she scanned for Jake’s familiar build. Familiar because she’d spent the last six years since “the incident” following his career. Watching his band’s videos. 

Not in a stalker way. Just…um, aspirationally? The way other women made Pinterest boards of shoes, or nurseries, or possible vacation locations. 

Cassidy had more Jimmy Choos and Loubitins than she could wear. Babies weren’t on her radar at all. And she didn’t have time for a vacation—or the inclination. If there was a foreign city that looked intriguing, it was because they had a big arena and fans hungry to buy high-priced tickets for her concerts. Everything Cassidy did was with an eye to building her brand bigger, her music better. 

It wasn’t just a job. It wasn’t just a passion. 

Music was her life.

But a life that needed the icing on the cupcake, the double strand of diamonds on the chain, and that was Jake McQuinn. 

Cassidy was tired of being alone. She wanted someone to talk to at night, even it if was via text from seven states away. She wanted a man who understood, and could handle, this crazy business and the insane schedule demands. She wanted the hottest sex of her life.

Jake McQuinn ticked off all those boxes.

It was easy to spot the guys from Riptide lounging around the pool. First of all, because Jones’s entire wiry body was one big canvas of tattoos. He had one full sleeve, half on the other arm, a bunch peeking out from his swim trunks and a massive headstone surrounded by roses on his taut abdomen. Cassidy had always wondered what the story was behind it. 

Cam Watson, the lead singer, looked every inch the world famous rock star. A body that deserved to be on ninety foot billboards in only boxer briefs. Sunglasses only making his razor-sharp cheekbones stand out in contrast to full lips that made a girl instantly wonder how they’d feel on her own. 

Even though Cassidy was laser-focused on Jake, it’d be a crime against humanity not to appreciate Cam’s hotness. He was as worthy of appreciation as Michelangelo’s sculpture of David. Or Daniel Craig stalking out of the ocean mostly naked in his first Bond film. 

A screech from the pretty redhead lying next to Cam had Matt crowding in front of her. 

“Omigod, you’re Cassidy. The Cassidy.” The girl in the yellow string bikini thwacked Cam on the belly. “Why didn’t you tell me you were friends with Cassidy?”

“If I’d know she was going to pop up out of nowhere, I’d have mentioned it.” Cam stood up with his eyebrows raised in surprise. “This is a random surprise, Cassidy.”

“A good one, I hope.”

“Looking like that, you bet it is.” Jones—the biggest and most unapologetic horndog in the music world—gave her what he’d probably call an appreciative leer. “How about you strip down and let me rub sunscreen all over that luscious body?”

“Pretty sure I’d need you to bathe in hand sanitizer first, Jones. How many women did you have your hands on last night?”

He looked down at his hands, started ticking off fingers, and then gave up. “If I can keep track, then it wasn’t enough, that’s for damn sure.”

Cassidy laughed. The flirting was harmless and amusing. Deep down, Jones was nothing but respectful to women—unless you gave him a micro-nod of interest. 

Cam gave her a hug, his heat-baked skin so warm against her own. And it was interesting to see the hero-worship in the eyes of the redhead instantly morph to an assessing squint. Clearly Cam’s situation as a bad-boy bachelor of rock had changed.

“It’s good to see you. Lemme introduce you to Kylie, our intern on this tour. And my girlfriend, which’ll hopefully outlast the tour.”

“Very funny. You know you can’t survive without me,” Kylie said, with a sassy glance his way.

“Very true, Sunshine. Which is why I gave Cassidy here a much shorter hug than normal, and am now stepping away and pulling on a tee shirt. I don’t want to make any waves.”

“Smart man,” Cassidy said. She shook Kylie’s hand. “Nice to meet you. Even nicer to know Cam’s found someone to make him happy.”

“Well, he’s gonna get extra happy tonight when I reward him for introducing me to you. I’m a huge fan,” Kylie gushed. “I can’t decide if you’re a better writer or performer, because both aspects are off the hook.”

“That’s really special. I don’t often get thanked for writing my own songs, so I appreciate it.” Normally Cassidy would spend longer getting to know Cam’s girlfriend, but she was too focused on her goal. With another quick scan of the line of lounge chairs, she asked, “And speaking of writing music…where’s Jake?”

“Good fucking question,” Jones snorted. For a man who rarely dropped his party persona, there was a surprising depth of seriousness and a bitter tinge to his words. 

“What does that mean? I know you guys subbed in Dylan Royce for a few weeks, but I heard Jake’s back now. And I have a proposition for all of you.”

Cam’s bare feet slapped against the wet cement as he walked to the umbrella-shaded table. Pouring an iced tea for her, he said, “Our agent informs us that he’ll join Riptide for the last three shows of the tour. But we haven’t seen or talked to Jake since the beginning of August.” His tone was colder than the cubes in her drink. 

Wow. Cam and Jake were best friends. Not to mention, how did you just drop off a tour that was launching a new sound and a potential new album without talking to your band mates? There was clearly one heck of a story there. Probably a landmine of a story that she couldn’t risk going near.

“In that case, can I run something by the two of you?”

“Of course. I’m sure as hell curious why you tracked us down all the way in Tennessee.”

She sat under the umbrella. “I’d like to do some joint concerts with you. It’d be a win-win. I’ll pick up your super fans, and you’ll get to introduce your new sound to mine.”

Good to his word, Cam pulled a grey Riptide shirt over his head, which slightly muffled his first words. “You know we’re not with a label right now. You know, in fact, that Triangulation was a shitshow of an embarrassment of an album and we lost a ton of fans over it.”

“Lost ‘em over your stupidity that caused it,” Jones corrected.

“Just because Jake’s not here doesn’t mean you have to talk for him,” Cam snapped. “I’ve been fucking happy without him constantly throwing that in my face.”

Cassidy looked back and forth between them avidly, and then over to Kylie. Her face was pinched in discomfort. Oh yeah, there was definitely more of a story here. 

Because, yes, she knew their album had tanked. The oh-so-intriguing revelation of how and why, however, was all new. But the fact they were still raw over it should only help her plan.

“Yes, I’m well aware you’ve been considered toxic in the industry for a good eighteen months. But word is spreading about your new sound. About how the streaming videos from your small club shows are going viral.” She stroked along the lines of condensation already dripping down the glass. “My guess is that when you do cut another album you’re going to not just rebound, but hit the stratosphere. Again.”

Cam tossed off his shades. Narrowed those electric blue eyes. “Whose idea was this?”

“Mine. But I informed my label of my intention. They’re…intrigued.”

Jones sprang out of his chair. “No fucking way. EmKat Records wants us?”  He slapped Cam on the shoulder. Then he grabbed two knives off the table and beat out a fast, hard riff on the top of the pitcher.

“Simmer down.” Cam grabbed for the knives. It must get old living with a drummer, having them constantly tapping out rhythms. “I don’t see a contract poking out of her purse.”

“True.” Cassidy appreciated Jones’s enthusiasm as much as Cam’s canny caution. Thriving in this business required both aspects. It was a big reason why Riptide had been her first choice for this joint tour idea. 

That…and their smoking hot keyboardist. 

Cam’s Adam’s apple worked as he slowly drained his glass. Then he exchanged a long look with Jones. Long enough for Cassidy to hear the squeals of a trio of toddlers splashing in the shallow end. Long enough for a bead of sweat to trickle down the vee between her breasts.

Too bad Jake wasn’t there to lick it off.

A nod from Jones must’ve signaled the end of their unspoken conversation. Cam turned back to Cassidy, one hand splayed out, palm up. “Say we’re interested. Say the timing works out for a joint tour. If we get in bed with EmKat, we’re going all the way. We’d need them to produce our new album. No corners cut. So how solid an offer is this?”

“Right now? It’s an idea more than an offer. First, I needed to convince you that it sounds like fun. Second, I need all of Riptide. I won’t do this without Jake on the keyboard.”

Crossing his arms, Cam said grimly, “Then you’ve got a problem. We don’t have clue one if or when Jake’s actually going to grace us with his presence. No matter what our agent says.”

Kylie came forward, wrapping a towel around her waist. “Jake’s been away dealing with a family issue.”

“We’re his family,” Cam ground out between clenched teeth. 

“I know, babe.” She stood on tiptoe to stroke her fingers through his short, dark hair. Then Kylie shared an apologetic half-grin/half-grimace with Cassidy. “He’s at his parent’s house in New Jersey. Not replying to text or calls or emails. From anyone.”

Cam surged forward a few steps. “You want him? Go and fucking get him. Drag his ass back to us.” He jabbed the tip of his thumb into his sternum. “To where he belongs.”

Cassidy had no intention of letting Jake ignore her. She did have every intention of getting him and his exceedingly fine ass. “I can swing up there next. Give him the courtesy of a face-to-face invitation, just like I did with you two.”

“If you get Jake back on stage with us? Unofficially?” Jones clasped his hands at his heart and threw her some major puppy dog eyes. “We’ll owe you so big we’d tour for two years.”

Dryly, she responded, “We’ll save that for the negotiation table. But for now, you’re interested?”

After bowing with a flourish, Jones popped up and said, “It sounds like fun.”

“It sounds like a strategic way to catapult us back where we belong. It sounds like Karma got off her fat ass and is trying to make up for the shitstorm we walked through.” Cam extended a hand. “Get Jake, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

Cassidy huffed out a short laugh. “Funny, that’s exactly what I was going to say to you.”

 

 

 

 

Jake McQuinn leaned over, pushing the shopping cart with the goddamned sticky wheel with his forearms. The position kept his head down, and face mostly covered by the brim of his Mets cap. It was as far as he was willing to go when it came to disguises. All he wanted was to buy a stack of frozen dinners, some bread and lunchmeat, and get out without starting a riot.

Didn’t sound like too much to ask for, right?

Last week he’d been stuck in a drugstore for forty-five minutes, snapping selfies with fans and signing prescription bags. The week before? A woman flashed him in the parking lot. Braless. At 9:30 in the morning. 

So yeah, he’d dropped his breakfast sandwich and coffee.

Jake had also refused to sign her boobs. 

That was a first in his career. Being the keyboardist for Riptide, racking up Grammys and platinum album sales, and selling out worldwide tours meant that signing body parts came with the territory. 


He’d done lots of feet—apparently so that a tattoo artist could then make the signature permanent—a ton of arms, plenty of boobs, and anywhere else he could fit a pen. Jake never, ever said no. It made the fans happy. Happy fans bought more music. Simple equation. 

The boobs had been perky, but Jake had a brand new “code of conduct.” Not his words. His lawyer’s. The explicit directive was to not be in any compromising position. Nothing that would look bad if it were caught on camera. 

Funny, since he’d lived the last dozen years of his life doing the opposite. The whole “there is no such thing as bad publicity” angle. Rock stars lived everyone else’s fantasy lives. Jake worked his ass off on the music. But he and the guys played just as hard. 

As Jake waited through checkout, he thought about the time they’d skinny-dipped in the Potomac…and been caught on camera. 

When he, Cam and Jones had taken all the female stars of the latest superhero flick to the Malibu beach for strip poker…and been caught on camera. 

The rehearsal for the Superbowl when all three of them had mooned the press pool, thinking there was no way that much nudity would get past the censors. Each of these escapades had earned them a huge spike in sales.   

But that was Jake’s old life. The one he missed every damn day. Missed like it was an actual limb ripped from him. His new life? Holed up in the New Jersey suburbs and not “causing any ripples,” which was also his lawyer, Victor’s, language. 

No famous music friends allowed to visit, no loud music played that the neighbors might complain about, and above all else, nothing sexual. 

When his lawyer had said that, he’d turned his head to the side, avoiding Jake’s gaze, and clarified with a wince, “That means no women or men.”

Victor was a tight-assed, old-school homophobic prick. Men didn’t do it for Jake, but Victor’s wince almost made him want to rush right out to the biggest, nastiest leather club in Manhattan and say, “Who wants a piece of this?”

But that would defeat the purpose behind his self-imposed exile in the hell that was exit Whogivesafuck Jersey. 

At the red light to turn onto his street, Jake glanced at the text that had just come in. 

Jones. As usual. He texted all the time. Made it feel like he was just turning his head in their tour bus to talk to Jake across the aisle. It was probably supposed to make him feel good, make him feel missed.

It made him miserable. Miserable with longing for everything he’d given up.

Jones: We’re at a Christmas resort—don’t even ask. But I’ve got a PSA for you: if you wear a wreath of marshmallows on your dick during sex, it will melt. PSA #2: be sure you’ve planned ahead to make sure your date isn’t allergic to marshmallows. PSA #3: it doesn’t matter if the EMT is hotter than me, cuz I’m a fucking rock star!

That almost, almost made him smile.

Almost made him reach for the phone to text back.

Nah. It was easier to go cold turkey. Another thing good ole Vic had told him. Talking to Jones would just get him, well, jonesing to be back on the road with his band. With his best friends. 

God, it seemed like he spent all day, every day, thinking about the things he couldn’t do anymore, the things he couldn’t have. Jake’s jaw was already clenched tight when he turned into his driveway…and immediately slammed on the brakes. Because there was a woman leaning against the garage door, feet and arms crossed all casual-like. 

Talk about the top of the list of things he couldn’t do. Five feet, four inches of sleek sexpot that Jake, to his great sadness, had never had. Long, dark hair that curtained around a heart-shaped face and eyes the color of New Orleans’s famous café au lait. America’s Pop Princess, the tabloids called her. 

Jake called her trouble.

Why the hell was Cassidy waiting for him?

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Naked, burning curiosity almost had Jake yanking on the e-brake and jumping out of his dad’s Beemer. But showing that much interest would give Cassidy the upper hand. So he hit the remote for the garage door.  As it slid up, she was forced to stumble forward on high wedge sandals to catch her balance.

Good. Now they were even.

He parked. Considered hefting the grocery bags and walking inside without saying a word.

That would require more self-control than he could muster. It’d be like presenting a naked supermodel as a present at a bar mitzvah and expecting the teenager to not blow his wad in his pants just from looking at her.

Jake slammed the door with a flat palm, and then left it there. Touching the car kept him from jumping forward.

From jumping her.

“Hey, Jake,” she said in a low, throaty purr that was totally at odds with her wide, innocent eyes and delicate bone structure.

It was the first thing she’d said to him since that night, six long years ago. Jake had heard her voice countless times on the radio, in videos, in movies, and commercials, and restaurants. But hearing it aimed at him specifically was a visceral punch to his dick.

Cassidy was The One Who Got Away. Or, more accurately, The One He Pushed Away.

Looking past her to the giant elm tree that anchored his parents’ front yard, Jake asked in a flat tone, “What are you doing here, Cassidy?”

“Don’t you want to observe some societal niceties first?”

“Like what?” They weren’t friends. Or even colleagues. They were two people who’d orbited each other for three heady nights at a music festival. Talking. Singing. Laughing. Touching.

Cassidy sashayed a few steps closer. Every twitch of her hips looked like it might ride that white bandage of a dress high enough up her things to reveal her panties. “Maybe we could catch up? Swap tour stories? Talk about the fight on the red carpet at the award show last week? I know you weren’t there, but pretty much everyone’s taken sides. Wanna dish the dirt?”

She was warm, friendly, relaxed. 

Jake wanted her with a ferocity that stunned him. 

“You want to chat?” He threw out his arm to point down the street. “Pretty sure Mrs. Gerstein’s three daughters would love to hang with you by the pool. Or hell, even the postman would probably beg for a selfie and shoot the breeze.”

“I don’t want to talk to them. I came here to talk to you.” And for the first time, Jake glimpsed a flicker in her eyes. He just didn’t know of what.

“Why? Why the hell would you track me down in fucking Jersey to talk to me? We haven’t spoken since...that night.” 

That flicker turned into a flare, a flash of temper that tightened her lips before she hurled words at him. “You mean the night you refused to have sex with me? The night you had me naked and writhing and begging for you?”

That was one version. All technically true. 

But context was everything. 

Jake pushed off the car. “I mean the night I found out you were jailbait. The night we almost hooked up, I only took things so far because I didn't know who you were, how old you really weren't. Damn it, Cassidy, you could've gotten me in real trouble.”

“I wasn’t jailbait. I was eighteen, almost nineteen.”

“Only eighteen. I was twenty-four. I gave you beers, for Chrissake. You took them without saying a word. I could’ve gone to jail for all of it.” He stuck his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. Guess they were doing this now.

So much for social niceties. 

They were jumping right to airing dirty laundry. Fighting about whose fault it was that they never got to finish what they’d started out in the desert under the stars. 

She windmilled one arm in a wide semi-circle. “Everyone knew who I was. That’s not an inflated ego talking. My album was number one. I was headlining the festival. I was the hottest new star on the scene. How was I to know you didn’t recognize me?”

“Common sense? Riptide had been on a worldwide tour for ten months. We didn’t know what time zone we were in, let alone who’d managed to climb to the top of the charts when we were in Asia and Africa.”

“I wasn’t thinking, Jake. I was caught up in the moment. You made all the noise, all the crowds, everything, go away. I was enjoying being with you, living a fantasy.”

He threw up his hands. Cassidy had brought them back to the exact moment it all went to shit. “I know. That’s what gave it away, remember? When you told me you’d danced to All the Want at your prom and pretended that I was singing it to you.” 

It sounded like a compliment. But yeah, context was a bitch. Because Riptide had only released All the Want three months before that moment they were groping and kissing, and she’d just finished stripping for him. Cassidy admitting she’d heard it at prom gave her away. Marked her as jailbait. Even if not technically, then at least morally. 

Jake had stumbled as far away from her as the luxury tent walls allowed. Thrown clothes at her. Alternated between apologizing and yelling at her for hiding her age from him for three days. Because he wasn’t one of those creeps who got off on teenagers. He felt like shit for not seeing past the heavy stage makeup and nearly naked costumes that she wore. 

Had he liked her? Yeah. They’d clicked from the instant they both sang along while in line for drinks. When they gave up on the drinks and just danced together for the whole rest of the set, grooving and grinding in the desert sand, oblivious to the sweat and sun.

Had he wanted her? Hell, yeah. 

Had he forgiven himself for not being more careful with her? Not at all. 

When Jake broke out of the cloud of memories, Cassidy was suddenly right there in front of him. “I didn’t set out to entrap you, Jake. There was no plan to sell photos of us to the paparazzi, or use your fame to catapult myself even higher.”

“Jesus, I never thought any of that.” He rubbed his hand across his face. Stubble scraped his palm. Chances were good he hadn’t shaved in three, four days. No need to bother. 

“Good.” Then she tilted her head to the side just a little and asked in a much smaller voice, “You sure?”

He had to make it crystal clear that he’d only ever thought Cassidy to be a horny, reckless teenager, not a scheming bitch. “You were just a kid. I didn’t think you had any endgame to us being together besides, you know, being together.”

“The word is ‘sex’, Jake.” Cassidy used her index finger to draw the word on his chest. Amazing how just that tip seared through the cotton of his ancient Linkin Park shirt like she’d stroked each letter with a flaming sword. “It wouldn’t have been wrong if we’d had it back then, and it isn’t wrong for you to say it now.”

“It felt wrong.” He waved his hand in the air between them. “I don’t give a shit that you were ‘technically’ no longer a minor. You were fresh out of high school. I was a grown man. It was all kinds of wrong. Maybe you didn’t know it then, but you’re an adult, so you sure as hell know it now.”

There was silence in the garage while she stared at him. Her arm fell limply to her side. “What—I’m supposed to thank you for breaking my heart? For embarrassing, no, humiliating me?”

Jake almost lashed out with a whip-snapped fuck, yes. To force Cassidy to admit, with the power of hindsight, that he’d done the right—if near impossible—thing when he’d left that tent with the worst blue balls of his life. That he’d done her a favor.

But nobody gave out awards for doing the right thing. Jake knew that for a fact. 

He had a whole shelf back at his apartment of awards for his songwriting, for his band, for their videos. But there wasn’t anything gold and shiny up there for not seducing an innocent kid. For not ruining her reputation and taking advantage of her. 

Just like there wasn’t one for being a self-sacrificing son trying to save his family business by giving up his own life. 

He cracked his neck, side to side, and then marshaled a much calmer tone. “I’m saying that only one of us deserves to be mad. That’s me. All you get to be is damned grateful that I stopped it before we crossed too many lines.”

There was a moment where Cassidy looked like she was absorbing his words. A tiny dip of her head that seemed to acknowledge his truth. 

That moment quickly passed. She planted her hand on her hip, fingers splayed over the tight curve of her ass. The position popped her breasts out even more. Not that Jake needed the reminder of her curves. Not like he had stopped noticing them, all rounding out the top of her dress, for even a second since she’d entered the garage. 

Lips glossed a soft pink puckered up and held that position long enough to send a throb of want and “what if” straight to his dick. “Crossed lines…you mean had sex? Why can’t you say that word to me, Jake? Does it bring the memory rushing back? Does it make you think about the things we almost did?”

“Yeah,” he admitted. Because what was the point in lying? “Just because it was wrong doesn’t mean it wouldn’t have been fantastic.”

“I like to imagine that. To imagine all the ways you would have rocked my world. And wonder about the things you’d do that I haven’t imagined.”

“The point is that sex with you would have been wrong. No matter what you imagine, that fact doesn’t change.”

“The past can’t change.” Cassidy sidled closer again. Her thighs brushed his. “The present, though…that’s a whole new window of opportunity.”

What was she saying? Was Cassidy coming on to him in his garage after six years of zero contact? Or did he just want her so badly he was reading more into it? Was he so off his game? Cautiously, Jake asked, “What are you saying?”

“I knew what I wanted then. I know it now. The only thing that's changed is the age on my license.” Her palm stroked languidly up his belly and then over his nipple to land on his shoulder. “Oh, and the level of my experience.”

If this was the big conversation where they officially cleared the air, Jake damn well needed her to clarify. “It was wrong to put me in that position.”

“I can think of so many positions that would be right.” Her hand now drifted down his biceps, past the crook of his elbow to follow the big vein on his forearm.

Jake grabbed her wrist. “Damn it, you owe me an apology.”

“You're right. I do. Let me make it up to you." Cassidy broke out of his grip and hitched herself up to sit on the hood of the car. “I came here to offer you a job.”

“Thanks, but I’ve already got one that I’ve blown off for weeks. Not really in the market for another.”

“I want to join Riptide on a mini-tour. Do some joint concerts. I’ve already put the offer to Cam and Jones. They said they’re in, as long as you agree.”

He’d thought nothing could shock him more than the sight of her in his driveway. 

He’d been wrong.

The first thing that kindled in his gut was excitement. Jake hadn’t felt excitement since the last time he’d been on stage with Riptide, nine weeks ago. His go-to emotions pretty much swung like a pendulum between guilt and bitterness. With a little worry sprinkled on top. 

Excitement was…interesting. 

But the very familiar disappointment snuffed it out faster than a candle dipped wick-down into frosting. “No.”

“You can’t just say no.”

“Ask my bandmates. It’s the only thing I say nowadays.”

“Jake.” Cassidy snagged his hand to tug him around the front of the car. “Think about it. You need attention—major attention, major buzz—to get a worthwhile label to take a chance on you. It’s no secret you guys got dumped after the disaster that was Triangulation.”

It wasn’t a secret. But it still stung every time he thought about it. “Gee, you sure know how to butter up a guy into doing what you want.”

“This is business. I’m always deadly serious about business.”

“Me, too.” So many musicians weren’t. They left everything up to their business managers and agents and accountants. Jake read every line of every contract and considered the business of the band every bit as much his responsibility as the music. It was probably part of why Riptide had flourished for a dozen years.

Until Cam went and ruined everything.

“You fucked up,” Cassidy said, as calmly as if reading a diner menu aloud. “Your attempt at a new sound tanked, the album sucked, and nobody bought it. You went from being a powerhouse group to a joke.”

Yeah, yeah. Enough with beating the dead horse. “If that’s all true, why do you want to even be seen with us?”

“Don’t play coy. Everyone knows you wrote a new album. In secret, by yourselves. Different, but hearkening back to all the music that made you stars. Word on the street is that it’s your best stuff yet. Bootleg video from your concerts is the hottest thing on YouTube. People who are lucky enough to squeeze into the clubs you’re playing all come out raving.”

Jake knew that in his gut. They’d been tracking on social media, in addition to just paying attention to the reactions to every song, every venue, every city. It was nice to hear that word was spreading organically, though.

“We’re doing okay. Going back to basics. The road trips to small clubs lets us get a good read on fan reaction.”

“I know you want to sign with a new label. I know you need to impress the hell out of a new label to get them to take a chance on you.” Cassidy tapped her chest. “Pairing up with me will get you more attention.”

“You didn’t answer my question. What do you get out of it? Why us?”

“I started out as a pop princess. Which was fine when I was a teenager. Now I want to crossover. Do harder rock, some alternative things. Basically, I don’t want to be pigeonholed anymore.”

He was intrigued. And damn impressed by her forward thinking. “Are you writing your own music?”

“Yes. I’ve written enough to fill two new albums. But I need to convince people outside my fan base to pay attention. To take a chance on me. To not dismiss me as bubblegum pop. If I get in front of your rock fans, it’ll expand my reach.”

Jake didn’t need time to consider angles, or weigh options. What she was offering was flat-out good business sense. It had worked for decades, starting with Elvis teaming up with Frank Sinatra, Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers, and Al Green and Annie Lennox. 

Riptide would be good for Cassidy, and vice versa. 

“I ran this idea past my label. They’re intrigued. And possibly willing to make Riptide an offer it his works.”

Jake had to work to keep his jaw from dropping. “That’s…amazing.” It was what they’d been working toward all summer. Their shot at redemption. At making a new album they were actually proud of, believed the fans would scream themselves hoarse over. 

It wasn’t about the accolades or the money. At its core, Riptide was about three friends making music. Period. 

With a knowing smile, Cassidy asked, “Is that a yes?”

“Look, my life is complicated right now. I’ve been on hiatus from Riptide for a while. I’m going back for the next three shows, to finish out this tour we scraped together. After that, well, it’s up in the air.”

Jake hadn’t yet told his bandmates that he was probably quitting. He sure as hell couldn’t tell Cassidy that. 

Mostly because he still couldn’t come to grips with it himself. 

Cassidy planted her feet wide apart on the bumper. Jake couldn’t risk looking down, because he was pretty damned sure he’d catch a glimpse of panty if he did. She leaned forward to grab his tee with both hands.

“Do you remember when we sang together all those years ago? When we walked away from the festival crowds and tents into the desert, until there was nothing but darkness? Our voices echoed off the boulders in harmony, and I felt the vibrations inside me. Singing with you, without instruments or fans or microphones, was one of the best experiences of my life.”

His mouth dry, his dick hard, Jake murmured, “I remember.”

“I want that again. Sure, there are a couple of other bands as big as Riptide that would suit my purposes. But I don’t want that. I want you. I want to sing with you again. I want to feel that connection again. I want you, Jake. I’ve wanted you for six years. I’ve never stopped wanting you.”

Fuck. 

He was only human. And he’d felt the same way. Wanting her for six years. Hating himself for it, but wanting her anyway. Now here she was, offering up music—his favorite thing—and if he wasn’t mistaken, offering up his second favorite thing, too. 

That was an offer Jake couldn’t resist.

He grabbed the back of her calves, sliding her forward to notch around him. Her ankles immediately crossed just under his ass. And Jake gave in to the temptation.

“I want you, too, Cass.”

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Cassidy had a bit of an out-of-body experience. Because Jake McQuinn finally had his hands on her again. His big, calloused hands that were rough in all the best ways against her bare legs. She’d gambled coming here, knowing there was probably a less than fifty percent chance that he’d accept her proposal to tour together.

She’d thought there was a far lower chance of him accepting her other proposal. 

But she’d seen the interest kindle in his light blue eyes before he hid it behind a mask of cool indifference. She’d seen the clench of his jaw every time she touched him. So, she’d taken a chance and laid everything out. A tremendous chance, given that last time they’d been together, Jake had walked away without a backward glance from her naked body. 

But if you didn’t take a risk, you never knew if you could succeed. 

And then her mind swooped back in to her body, because Jake kissed her. 

This wasn’t a cautious how do we feel about this after not talking for six years peck. Jake’s pent-up, bottled-up lust seemed to be at the same fever pitch as hers. Because his lips took her mouth. Hard. Fast. Very much in charge. He was kissing her, and Cassidy counted herself lucky to be along for the ride. 

Being kissed by Jake McQuinn was like surfing the leading edge of a gigantic wave. No clue what would happen from second to second, but enjoying every bit of the wild excitement.

He kissed her as though they were back in that tent in the desert. As though someone had pressed a pause button mid-make out, and now they’d pressed play. As though Jake remembered exactly how turned on he’d been six years ago, how much on edge every single one of her nerves had been. 

There was so much heart and fervor in his demanding lips. His hot breath. The fast pulse pounding against her chest, echoing her own.

The hard throbbing where he nestled so stiff and hard against her core.

Or maybe that was her throbbing… 

Cassidy’s reflexes kicked in. He’d surprised her. Stunned her, in fact, into motionlessness. Now she wanted to give as good as she was getting. 

She skimmed her hands down his sides to land on his butt. His tight, muscled ass that she couldn’t wait to take a bite of. For now, Cassidy settled for squeezing it, hard, before sliding her fingers up underneath the hem of Jake’s shirt.

Touching the bare skin of his back jolted awareness like a live wire snapped along her spine. Yeah, it was September, but Cassidy was positive that didn’t account for the massive amount of heat pumping off of him. 

Every single muscle was taut and honed. 

She’d watched Jake live in concert and in videos. Playing the keyboard for Riptide wasn’t a restrained, piano recital type of experience. He threw his whole body into it. Half of the time attacking the keys, and the other half making love to them. It was a workout, and it explained a body so ripped that he could model underwear if this music thing ever fell apart.

Then Jake’s teeth nipped at the oh-so-sensitive spot where her neck met her collarbone. Her nails dug into those rock-hard lats. Any pretense of actual thought slipped right away again like water through open fingers. Cassidy moaned. Let her head fall back. He could keep licking and sucking right there all day and she’d be perfectly happy.

 “Did you come here just to prove that I haven’t been able to shake the thought of you? To throw in my face that I still have this crazy need for you?” Jake whispered in her ear. His voice was harsh. As though he hated even asking the questions.


Cassidy reared away from him, bracing her arms on the hood of the car. She got that he’d struggled with discovering how young she was. She got that he’d evidently beaten himself up—repeatedly—about it. But assuming she’d use his guilt to toy with him bordered on insulting. “Of course not. I don’t play games. Not in business, not with my fans, and especially not with men.”

“Then what do you want? Tell me what you see happening next.” Jake straightened, giving her plenty of room. But his hands were clenched at his sides, and the cords on the sides of his neck stood out. “Because I’m about two more kisses away from giving up pretending that I’ve got any control where you’re concerned.”

Oh, this was an easy one. Especially since it was clear Jake hadn’t meant to insult her. He’d only been protecting her. Protecting himself, too.

“Stop pretending,” she ordered. And yes, Cassidy was delighted to feel the twitch of him against her core, as though his cock was about to burst through the fabric at her words. 

“You sure?”

God, he was polite. Chivalrous, even. Most men who wined and dined her in fancy restaurants and fabulous clubs never came close to being this solicitous before trying to score with her. And here they were, in his garage, zero attempt at wooing, and Jake still took care with her.

How sweet. 

Cassidy didn’t want sweet. She wanted heat. 

“Trust me when I say I’ve had oodles of time to think about it,” she said with a wry grin. “I’m very, very sure I want this. I want you. Right now.” 

Slowly, Jake’s hands wrapped around her calves again. All ten fingers dug in just hard enough to get her attention. To make her aware of the coiled strength she couldn’t wait for him to unleash.

And then he did. 

Jake yanked her flush against him. Lifted one dark eyebrow paired with such a cocky promise of a smile that Cassidy wondered if she’d be able to remember her own name when he was done with her. He gave her a deep, stirring kiss that left her gasping when he broke it off. Then he curled his fingers at the top of her strapless dress and yanked the stretchy gathers of fabric down to her waist. 

The white lace of her bra was more accessory than lift-and-shape wear. It certainly didn’t hide the deep pink of her nipples from Jake. Or how stiff and erect they were from his rapt attention. He centered those big, calloused palms over them and lightly brushed circles over her nipples.

Once. Twice. By the third time, Cassidy kicked off her shoes to dig her heels harder into Jake’s thighs. 

By the fourth time, she was begging. “More. I need more, Jake.”

“Waiting will make it better,” he said with a lightness, a playfulness in his expression totally at odds with the grumpy man who’d first greeted her today. 

Seriously? How quickly he forgot the six freaking years since they’d last been in this position. “I think the clock’s run out for us on the whole waiting thing,” Cassidy panted. With a silent thanks to her yoga teacher, a half crunch brought her high enough to jam her hands under the waistband of his shorts. A quick wiggle of her fingers got her beneath the boxer briefs, too. Followed by a hard squeeze of his tight ass that got her exactly the results she hoped for.

Jake stopped those teasing circles. He switched to firm kneading with one hand while his teeth plucked at her nipple through the fabric on the other breast. Pinching little bites that shot sparks of pleasure/pain through her like a starburst.

God, it was fabulous. “You’re good at that.”

His warm breath puffed softly across the wet, over-stimulated nipple. “Let’s just say I’m inspired to bring my A game.”

There. That was the teasing, funny man she remembered. The angst, the guilt, the brooding was gone. Cassidy was with the super-hot musician she’d fallen for head over heels in a split second. Nice to know the part of him she’d first noticed was still the same. Because she didn’t want to have sex with a virtual stranger. 

She wanted to have sex with Jake. It seemed a sure bet now that would finally happen. Even though it seemed too good to be true after so many years fantasizing about this very moment.

Jake hoisted her legs over his shoulders. 

Whoa. She’d never fantasized that. 

He pushed the skirt, already bunched at her hips, up a little higher. Gave a very disparaging look at her sheer, three hundred dollar La Perla thong. “Sorry. The dress code of this garage is explicit. No panties.” And then his thumbs separated the sides of the whisper-thin material. Jake tossed it over his shoulder, licked his lips with probably the most wanton, appreciative leer she’d ever seen, and put his mouth on her.

Right on her. 

Unerringly. Sure, she was waxed so the field of play was pretty clear. But some guys couldn’t find her clit with a GPS, a tour guide, and a cash bribe. Jake landed right on it. The tip of his tongue flickered fast, like hummingbird wings, and a scream scraped its way out of Cassidy’s throat. 

One long finger pushed up and in. It didn’t soothe the empty ache. It just made her crave more. Luckily, after two slow pumps, Jake added another finger. Crooked the first finger a little to the side.

Oh. Omigod. Ohhhhh. 

So that was her G-spot. Which happened to be entirely new information for Cassidy. Not to mention entirely worth the weight. Her back bowed off the car. Teeth scraped against her clit as Jake twisted his wrist and flexed. 

That was all it took. Cassidy splintered apart, no breath left to scream again. 

Jake kissed the insides of her trembling thighs. It gave her a moment to figure out how to suck in some air. 

“That was…stellar.”

“That was the warm-up. The opening act. Ready for the headliner?”

Oh, God. “I honestly don’t know.”

“C’mon. You’re a superstar. You can do this.”

“Do what?”

“Flip over.” Except then Jake did it for her, lifting and rearranging her body as though she were as light as a rag doll. That display of sheer brute strength would’ve weakened her knees if they weren’t already jelly. Gently, he put her stomach-down, and kept a tight grip until her feet flailed a little before flattening against the ground. His wide palm caressed her ass. “God, every part of you I look at is more beautiful than the last. But this won’t work.”

Was he having second, third, thoughts? “What? Why not?”

“I forgot how small you are. A beautiful, bite-sized package of perfection.” 

With her head still reeling from the unexpected compliments, Jake ripped off his shirt. Then his warm shoulder butted up against her bare leg as he guided her feet back into her platform stilettos. “Yeah. Now it’ll work.” 

Now that she could see through both sets of windows, out the garage to the long hill of the driveway, Cassidy had a thought. A thought about how exposed they were. “Are you going to shut the garage door?”

Jake started to shift away as if to do just that. Then he paused. “Do you want me to?”

It was the suburbs. Big lawns, little drive-by traffic, and a driveway so long that she couldn’t see the street. There wasn’t much danger of anyone getting an eyeful. The mere idea that it could happen, however, made this whole coupling more exciting, more raunchy, more edge-of-the-seat unknown. More rock star.

“Leave it open,” she said in a breathy near-whisper.

There was a rustle as he shucked his shorts onto the hood next to her outstretched hand. It only took another moment for him to whip a condom out of the pocket.

“Were you expecting company?” Cassidy didn’t want to be sloppy seconds. Or premature firsts. She also didn’t want to brace for some angry woman storming up the driveway. That was not a part of this waking fantasy.

“Hell, no.” Jake ripped the foil with his teeth. “But a man who doesn’t keep a condom on him at all times is a man who’s lost all hope. It’s been a shitty couple of months. It’s never been zero condom shitty, though.”

Elbow bent, she propped herself up enough to twist around to look at him. Fully naked, aside from the tribal tattoo ringing his biceps and the Riptide logo, with a guitar as the “t,” across his right pec. Tan and ripped and with just enough hair across his chest to be sexy. It arrowed down in a line to a penis that looked even bigger than what she’d felt rubbing against her. 

Cassidy sucked in a short, sharp breath. She considered herself very lucky at this moment.

And Jake wasn’t even inside her yet.

“Can I help?” she asked, reaching for the condom.

“Hell, no,” he laughed, echoing himself. Jake rolled it on in record time, angling away from her grasp. “You did your part by showing up on my doorstep today. Any more contribution from you—aside from looking so damn fuckable—and I won’t be able to guarantee how long this’ll last.”

“I already had the main event. I don’t need an encore. You do you. Whatever speed works.”

Jake took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and gave her an unexpectedly serious look. “I don’t care who you’ve been with. But if that’s the takeaway you got from them? I guarantee they were boys, not men. That’s not my style. This only works if we’re both satisfied.”

He kissed her then. Another endless, tongue-sucking, soul-stirring kiss that amazingly rebooted all of her nerves that had been powering down. A second orgasm no longer seemed out of reach.

His hands moved to her hips. Slowly he pushed in, inch by inch. No, make that centimeter by centimeter with how slowly, carefully, purposefully he advanced. Cassidy wasn’t sure if she’d ever felt so full. This excruciatingly drawn-out pleasure made her hyper-aware of his girth. His hardness. The rough tickle of hairs as his balls made contact. Oh, and the length of him. That much was super obvious at this point.

Finally seated all the way, Jake asked, “You okay?”

Talk about an understatement. In a breathy voice she hardly recognized, Cassidy said, “What’s a hundred times ‘okay?’ Or ‘okay’ to the fiftieth power?”

“We’ll call that sex-trillion.” His laughter rumbled under her skin as his belly made fleeting contact with her back. Jake reached forward to uncurl her fisted hand. He pressed her now outstretched fingers to the metal. “You’re gonna want to hang on.”

Oh.

He pulled out, almost as slowly. But then, the next stroke was much more forceful. Swift and purposeful. Eye-rollingly so. Knee-meltingly so. Pick any cliché for sexual penetration perfection, and Jake McQuinn eclipsed it by a mile. 

Cassidy did, indeed, need to brace herself. 

Brace against the rough onslaught of his hard thrusts inside her, the steady slap of skin against skin on her ass and thighs. Brace against the unexpected mix of careful roughness.

Brace against the power of actually living out a fantasy…and it being better than she’d ever imagined. 

The sounds of birdsong that had been floating into the garage were completely eclipsed by Jake’s harsh grunts, her pants, and the odd squeak as her body slid back and forth along the hood. He increased the tempo, thrust after thrust after thrust. Cassidy only wished she could touch him more. Feel all those muscles bunching and tightening.

“Lift up, beautiful,” he whispered in her ear. 

Whatever she could do to contribute to the second orgasm already coiling within her, Cassidy would happily do. And as soon as she braced on her elbows, she was rewarded by his hand closing around her breast from underneath. The tips of his fingers plucked at her nipple. He might as well have poured gasoline on the out of control fire already blazing along every nerve ending. Frantically, she cantilevered her hips to help him push even deeper inside.

Jake’s other hand palmed her stomach before sliding down to strum her like a guitar. The man truly was multi-talented. “God, that’s so good, Jake. I’m not going to last much longer.”

“Don’t try to,” he ordered. “This is a duet, remember? We go together. We go now.” 

Impossibly, he plunged faster, harder as all his fingers pinched at her most sensitive points. 

And Cassidy’s world imploded. 

Again. 

A long, high cry ripped from her throat as she ground her ass back against him to wring out every last drop of pleasure. His steady rhythm broke as he came with a deep groan. Jake hunched along her back, several small jerks giving away that he, too was trying to string out his orgasm.

They stayed glued together by end-of-summer sweat and satisfied lethargy for several minutes. Neither spoke. Cassidy’s mouth was so dry she wasn’t sure she’d ever sing again. 

Finally, Jake pressed several open-mouthed kisses along the nape of her neck. “I’ll be right back.”

He pulled out, palmed a caress over her ass and then stripped off the condom as he walked to the side of the garage. Cassidy rolled up onto an elbow to watch. The man moved with a loose saunter that undoubtedly meant he knew she was watching. Even though she was drained to her core, watching more than six feet of naked, muscled perfection flex in front of her almost, almost was enough to light Cassidy’s fuse again. 

When he opened the small refrigerator and grabbed waters, she rearranged her dress back into a semblance of decency. Cassidy had both shoes back on by the time he handed her an icy bottle. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he said with a teasing glint in his blue eyes. Eyes that, like his posture and expression, were a thousand percent more relaxed than when he’d stepped out of his car. “I need specifics. The licking? The sucking? The fucking? Or just the water?”

“Somehow I doubt your ego really needs me to answer that question.” Cassidy gratefully guzzled half the bottle. And noticed that Jake’s eyes stayed pinned to the working of her throat as she did so. “But to be clear, I meant the water.”

“Ouch. You don’t give a man an inch, do you.”

“No. But I’ll happily take every inch you’ll give me.” Flirting with Jake felt so easy, so good. There wasn’t any omigod we were just naked together awkwardness between them. All the tension of their previous conversation had vanished.  

“Damn, Cassidy, I’m going to need another bottle of water if you want to go again right now. Probably should run inside and grab another condom or six, too.”

Knowing that he wanted her again made her still racing pulse beat even faster. Business first, though. His desire gave her leverage. “We can do this again at the first concert of our joint tour.”

Jake shoved one leg back into his shorts. Without meeting her eyes, he said, “No. I’m still not doing a full tour, with Riptide or with you.” Before Cassidy could begin to splutter out an argument, or any of her long list of reasons why it’d be smart and savvy and right, Jake held up a hand to stop her. “I agreed to show up and do the next three shows, then we're on hiatus anyway, waiting to see if a label backs us.”

There it was. Her in. Because whatever unexplained weirdness was going on between Jake and his bandmates, Cassidy knew one thing for sure. He wanted them to succeed. They’d risked everything on this latest compilation of songs. Used their own money for the demo and to pay for the entire mini-tour. Everything was on the line for Riptide. They were at a do or die turning point.

Cassidy flashed him the same smile she flashed the crowd at the start of every concert. The stick with me and you’ll have the time of your life smile. If she could make fifty thousand people bend to her will, she could damn well convince Jake McQuinn to make music with her. 

“Team up with me and I guarantee you that they will.”

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Jake banged his head lightly against the stall door. He was hiding in a bathroom. That had to be an all-time life low. He and Riptide had played the Superbowl and done multiple sold-out world tours. His own personal best-of list included hook ups with four supermodels, seven superstar actresses, and even some sort of princess on the balcony of the Royal Casino in Monaco. He was not a hide-in-the-bathroom dude.

But on the other side of that door were his bandmates. Guys he hadn’t spoken to at all in two months. Before the last two months? He couldn’t think of a day he hadn’t talked or texted with them, even when on vacation. They were a unit. More than friends. Brothers. And family-by-choice was a hell of a lot better than the random DNA thing.

Because his blood family was the cause of his current fucked-up life situation. The reason, indirectly, at least, that he was hiding in a damn bathroom of a D.C. club.

He turned, catching a glimpse of himself in the mirror over the metal sinks. Damn it. Every time Jake looked in a mirror, he didn’t see his reflection. No, for the past four days, he’d seen flashbacks of everywhere Cassidy had touched him. Thinking about her, for even a second, made him hard.

Walking around in a near-constant state of half-wood was painful. Annoying. Frustrating. Jake couldn’t even place all the blame on her. He was a grown man capable of making his own bad decisions. As fantastic as it was, he was pretty sure that hooking up with her had been one hell of a bad decision. Not that he could tell Cam and Jones that. Not that he could tell them anything about her.

Not that he’d told them anything, period, for way too long. 

Fuck. Jake yanked open the door. And as much as he dreaded their reaction, he had to admit that it felt fucking terrific to see his best friends again. It was the first jolt of sheer happiness he’d had in months—aside from off-the-charts satisfaction of two hours naked with Cassidy a couple of days ago.

Which could never, ever happen again.

The three of them eyed each other in a triangle pattern long enough to look like stupid sitcom characters waiting for the laugh track to cut off. Were they mad at him? Furious that he hadn’t just blown off the band, but cut them off? 

Finally, Jones squinted at him real hard. “I can’t tell. Is your nose different? Or was it a tummy tuck?”

Huh? “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I figured the only reason you would’ve fallen so damn far off the radar was that you were too embarrassed to admit you were getting plastic surgery.”

“Christ, Jones, that’s your first guess? Not even the rock-n-roll standard of drug rehab?”

“Please. None of us touch that poison.” He came closer to thumb at the skin by Jake’s right eye. “Brow lift?”

“You’re an idiot.” He threw his arms around Jones in a bear hug. “I’ve missed the shit out of you, you numbnut.”

“Right back at you.”

And it wasn’t the standard, two back-slap guy hug. It was longer. It was real. More so when Cam wrapped his arms around both of them. “Missed you, too. Enough to overlook the obvious Botox.”

They all laughed. Probably a little too hard for such a small joke, but it was too much fun to laugh with them again to just cut it off. 

It was like being home again. 

Not the condo in Los Angeles that Jake rented out most of the year while they toured. Not that oversized, McMansion in the Jersey suburbs where he’d been entombed. 

No, this was his real home. Here with his best friends. Here, on the black and white checkerboard tiles of the Black Cat club, sticky with last night’s booze. Here, where he could see the stage with his keyboard set up next to Cam’s three guitars and Jones’s shiny red drum kit.

His adrenaline pumped just thinking about what it’d be like tonight, hot and crowded with fans and playing full-out with sweat streaming down his face.

Just like it had when he’d been inside Cassidy…

No. He couldn’t think about her and risk getting hard while goddamned hugging his friends. Jake broke out of the three-pronged embrace and cleared his throat. “Well? Ready to make some music?”

Cam cocked his head to the side. Scratched his neck below the tight razor cut of his dark brown hair. “Are you kidding?”

“No. We’re here to rehearse.” There was zero chance they’d let him steamroll past the million and two questions hanging in the air thicker than Tokyo smog. But Jake tried, anyway, playing it cool as he strode toward the keyboard. “I’ve been practicing, but if you guys tweaked anything while Dylan subbed in for me, I need to work it through.”

Cam planted himself at the edge of the stage. Legs braced wide, arms crossed over a faded Riptide shirt from three tours ago. “We’re not doing anything until you tell us where you’ve been, and what you’ve been doing that’s more important than the tour to resurrect our careers.”

“Is that the new title?” Jake jerked his chin at Cam’s chest where it read Riptide - Drown in the Sound. “Did you print it up on new tee-shirts?”

“Don’t be a jackass.”

“Don’t underestimate the value of good swag. It accounts for thirty percent of our tour profits on a bad day.”

Jones stepped forward, standing in crossed-arm solidarity with Cam. To see Jones in serious mode was rare. And never a good thing. Somberly, he declared, “We deserve to know, Jake.”

Yeah. He’d known that from the moment he chickened out and asked Tony Saviola, their tour manager, to break the news to the guys while he slunk off their tour bus in the middle of the night. 

“Look, I know you do. I was too embarrassed to say anything when it all went down. I had to wrap my head around it. Come up with a plan, some answers. But here we are, two months later, and…” Jake spread his arms wide, palms up. “I’ve got nothing.”

“You’ve got us.”

God. Those three words were so simple. So true. It was like a boulder rolled off of him, the lightness was such a stark contrast to how he’d lived the past few months.

He hitched himself up to sit on the stage. Rubbed his hands up and down his thighs until it seemed a fair assumption that his leg hairs were about to spontaneously combust from the friction. “Here’s the deal. You can laugh all you want. But you’ve gotta let me get this all out in one straight shot.”

“Okay? But I think the chances are slimmer that we’d laugh at your family emergency than that teenybopper punk Tysa Milliano winning a Grammy.”

“Don’t bet on it.” Jake swallowed hard. “My dad got caught cross-dressing.”

“Whoa.” Jones clapped a hand over his mouth. From behind his fingers, he muttered, “Is that allowed?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. I’m not trying to mute you. Just hold all questions till the end so I don’t get sidetracked by something stupid like you—” he pinned Jones the Joker with a meaningful glare, “—asking me what size bra my dad wears.”

“C’mon. Either you wondered that, or if he prefers lace over satin. Don’t tell me your mind didn’t go into a deep dive into the inappropriate pool.”

Cam gave him a hard, straight-armed shove. “Go on, Jake. Did you know? Or did you get blindsided?”

“You think this is the face of a guy who knew that about his father hiding a secret closet full of dresses in his home office behind a shelf of Micheners? Hell, no.” Jake shook his head, waved his hands to erase those last two words. “I mean, do whatever makes you happy, right? I can’t fault him for that. I won’t.”

“Of course not. But…” Cam left a whole lot unsaid, except for a wiggle of his eyebrow. 

Jake, though, knew exactly what he was thinking and not-saying. If this was cards on the table time, he might as well say everything that had been festering in him. “But Dad’s been the straight-arrow, freakishly narrow-minded head of McQuinn Pharmaceuticals my whole life. He added a company dress code when I was ten, after he read about the one Disneyworld uses. Only one ring per hand. No facial hair. No visible tattoos.”

That got an eye roll from Jones, who generally covered more of his skin with ink than with clothes. 

“He’s the one who cut off my uncle when he ditched the sham company job to go and help out on the campaign of what my dad called the ‘wrong’ Senator. He’s been a judgmental jerk his whole life.”

Cam shook his head, one side of his mouth turned down in disgust. “While hiding this whole second life from you.”

“Yeah.” Jake supposed he should feel sad that his father hid a side of himself for so long. But the ship had sailed, years ago, on wishing that their relationship was different. That it was based on love and understanding, when all Peter McQuinn wanted from his kids was bodies with his last name to head up the divisions in MCQ Pharma. To carry on the business, the name, the line.

Image and reputation. Those were the only thing that had ever mattered to his father. Which was why this reveal had come as such a shock to all of them. 

“How’d it go down?” Jones picked up a drum stick and started tapping on his thigh. If he went more than five minutes without beating out a rhythm on something, the man practically imploded. “Did your mom wonder why the seams were split on her favorite little black dress?”

Jake snickered. It caught him off-guard. He hadn’t managed to laugh even once about this clusterfuck. “A board member saw him. At a…uh…gathering up in freaking Canada, of all places. Bert Smolsnik was there to scope out a hotel ballroom for his daughter’s wedding. Instead, he got an eyeful of my dad prancing down a catwalk in high heels and a dress. In front of an audience of hundreds of other cross-dressers and transvestites, apparently.”

Cam rubbed a hand across his mouth. “I...Jesus, I’m sorry, but can we laugh now?”

“You bet.”

 “Is it wrong that I want to know what song was playing?” Jones started tapping out a familiar rhythm. “Fat Bottomed Girl?”

Then they all snorted, together, and it helped. 

Jake cracked his neck as he got up to pace in a wide circle. “All hell broke loose. This Smolsnik douchebag was one of Dad’s closest buddies. He felt betrayed. Repulsed. But first and foremost, worried how Dad’s secret life would affect the share price of MCQ Pharma if word got it.”

“Jesus Motherfucking Christ. With friends like that, who needs syphilis?”

“Word didn’t spread, at least not publicly. When Smolsnik told the rest of the Board, though, they all told their cronies and now it’s a widely whispered secret all over Jersey and Manhattan. The only saving grace is that the media and the rest of the pharmaceutical industry still seem to be in the dark.”

Cam grabbed a bottle of water from the top of a speaker. His sneakers squeaked on the black and white tiles. “This is why you left our tour.”

“Yes.”

He tapped the lid of the bottle a bunch of times with one finger. Jake knew that didn’t bode well. Especially when Jones let the silence gather heavily, too. Finally, Cam cracked the seal and asked, “To do what, exactly?”

Hell. This was where it got tricky. It was also why Jake hadn’t filled them in at all until today. Because as much as Cam and Jones supported him unconditionally as a friend? This disappearing act of his had weakened Riptide as a whole. It was a safe bet they weren’t going to be cool with that.

“To, ah, not be on tour. To not be in the media at all as a rock star. To lay low and not be famous, but be a stable, visible extension of the McQuinn family at MCQ Pharma. I’ve gone in every day, sat in his office.” And then gone straight home, to not attract attention, good or bad. To not do anything to remind people that he was a wild rocker. “I’m a chair-filler while Dad’s off at some rehab in Utah.”

“Rehab for what?” Jones’s eyes bugged out. “You mean that messed-up shit where they try to brainwash the cross-dresser out of him?”

Jake’s stomach had turned when his mom told him the plan. When she and Victor, their family lawyer as opposed to the company lawyer, had set out their expectations of him as the “heir” to the empire. Which was bullshit on so many levels.  Especially since his mom the therapist knew better than anyone this wasn’t something to be “fixed.” 

But when his mom let tears slide down her cheeks in front of him for the first time ever, how could he do anything but agree to every damn thing they asked?

He grabbed his own bottle of water. “Not my idea, I promise you. It was a condition laid out by the Board. He goes away, and I step in. It’s supposed to make people think that he’s letting me test the waters. That there’s no lack of leadership at all.”   

 “Then what? How long are you supposed to fake this?”

“That’s, uh, hazy right now. We’re taking it day by day until we can be certain that our stock won’t nose dive. There’s a huge new drug that is about to get FDA approval. Until that happens, I’m definitely stuck there.”

Cam squished his empty bottle in a squeal of plastic before throwing it at a trash can so hard that it bounced off the wall. Then he stalked back to Jake and planted himself right in front of him. “Let’s recap. You ditched Riptide to cover for your father. Your dear old dad who kicked you out and cut you off when you announced you were leaving college to cut a record with us. Your dad who never once came to a single concert. Who said your 'hard drinking, lascivious lifestyle reflected badly on his company' and likes to strut around in stilettos and slips? And you’re fucking trying to protect him?” 

No. No way. This was bigger than that. Calmly, Jake explained, “I'm trying to save the whole damned company. That’s more than 1,700 people whose jobs are at stake because my dad slipped up. If the stock tanks, we’d have to do massive layoffs. If my going in and staring at the walls for eight hours every day prevents that, it’s the least I can do.” 

“Why is it up to you?” Cam demanded, jabbing a finger at Jake’s sternum. “Just because you share the same last name?”

“Well, yeah.” He didn’t like it either. Not one fucking bit. He hated desk life. He hated not making music. Hated abandoning the guys. But what if a custodian, or researcher, or chemist lost his job and couldn’t buy groceries? Or pay the mortgage? It’d be selfish to not do everything in his power to prevent that. “I'm trying to do the right thing.”

“Being right's no fun. You've made a pretty sweet career out of being wrong.”

“That’s a problem in and of itself. My reputation isn’t exactly a secret. It apparently isn’t easy convincing people I’m a tie and wingtips kind of executive who will uphold generations of staunch morals.”

“Gee, what’s the problem?” Jones said with fake, wide-eyed innocence. “Was it the time we base-jumped off that temple in Thailand? Or our drink-of-the-day posts for a month straight when we all invested in that rum company in Barbados?” 

That, and a million other things that mostly centered around his being a rock star for more than a decade. Which Jake couldn’t change. Couldn’t wipe clean his lifestyle or his reputation. All he could do was keep it spotless moving forward. “Look, everyone needs to be on their best behavior for these last three concerts. Jones—no threesomes.”

Jones chucked his sticks in a low underhand across the stage. “Dude, why am I being punished?”

Ignoring him, Jake turned back to Cam, wanting to get to the good part of the day. The uncomplicated part of the day.

The music.

“I read online about that raffle you did at every concert to win a night with Dylan.”

“It was a great idea.” Suddenly beaming, Cam added, “My sister came up with it. The kid wanted to rough up his image, come off as a sex god—”

Breaking in, Jones muttered, “All my influence.”

“—and we made a shit ton of cash. Win-win.”

“Agreed. It worked for him. I’m just saying don’t think it’ll continue now that I’m back. I have to be as interesting as tap water. Oh, and I'm doing zero press. You two can handle whatever needs to happen to pimp our joint concerts with Cassidy.”

Because of course he’d agreed to do them. Teaming up with her could be the boost that finally got Riptide that shot they needed with a new label. It was everything they’d worked toward for the past year. Jake hated that he’d left them in the lurch, no matter how great Dylan Royce had covered his spot at the keyboards. He wouldn’t deprive of them of this.  

Squinting, Cam asked, “What about Cassidy? She might have promo plans of her own.” 

Jake put a hand on the stage and jumped onto it. He’d shared enough. It was time to rehearse before Cam tried to nail him down on the exact nature and timing of his future with the band. Which he had exactly zero clue about.

“I'm not talking to her, either.” Not because he was mad at her. But because Cassidy was too damned tempting. Because she was something he violently craved. 

Someone that would make him forget his promise to be good.

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Cassidy teetered as she crossed the gangplank onto the mega-yacht. She couldn’t blame it on waves, because the ship was anchored on the Potomac River, in the Georgetown harbor. She shouldn’t blame it on the blue platform heels, because she’d been walking in six-inch heels since hitting puberty.

No, this bobble that made Matt shoot out a hand to bolster her elbow and wrist was entirely due to seeing Jake McQuinn, all alone at the very front railing. She hadn’t expected to see him again until sound check tomorrow. His manager had been annoyingly clear that Jake wouldn’t be available for anything not directly connected to performing.

They hadn’t spoken, or even texted, in the five days since she’d left his garage. Which some women would be thrilled with—a few hours of mind-blowing sex, and then an easy out. 

But Cassidy didn’t want a mouthful of man candy. She wanted a relationship, with a very specific set of parameters. 

With somebody who understood the non-stop demands on her time and attention. With somebody who understood what it felt like to be consumed by a song. With somebody who had enough self-confidence that they wouldn’t feel threatened by her own fame and wealth.

Smoking hot and great in bed mattered, too.

Once you put all of those details into a profile? Very few options came up. Her tier of stardom—or bigger—narrowed the field considerably. Disqualifying self-centered jackasses narrowed it even more. But Jake McQuinn checked off every box. With the added bonus of fulfilling the fantasy she’d carried about him for years.

Cassidy didn’t remember which charity was sponsoring this party. Didn’t matter. She’d write a bonkers check tomorrow to make up for it. Tonight, though? Tonight was step two in seeing just how well she and Jake fit together. 

There was only one hitch in her plan. Six feet, four inches of brawny bodyguard.

As soon as they stepped onto the gleaming teak of the deck, Cassidy pulled out of Matt’s grip. “There’s a change in the plans for tonight. You don’t have to stay with me.”

His head slowly swiveled on his thick, muscled neck, taking in the packed crowds on every level, the trays of drinks being circulated, the loud pump of the music. In other words, all the ingredients for a situation that could turn very bad, very fast. “I disagree.”

“Your input is duly noted. But I’ll be safe. You saw—nobody is getting on board without their invites being checked.”

“Because nobody’s ever bought an invitation to an exclusive party,” he said so drily, it was a wonder the water beneath them didn’t turn to sand. “Being rich doesn’t mean people won’t lose their shit around you, Miss Cassidy. Me shadowing you stops at least eighty percent of stupidity before anyone gets near you.”

“It also stops me from doing anything stupid. And I think tonight, I want to throw caution to the wind. Don’t worry. I won’t be alone.” She thrust out her arm, pointing at Jake. “He’ll keep an eye on me.”

His eyes bugged wide. “Jake McQuinn?”

Aww, look at her stoic bodyguard acting like a groupie. “Are you a fan?”

“Big time. Isn’t everyone?” 

“Not after their last flop, sadly. But that’s about to change. As long as I give him a pep talk tonight. A private one.” Cassidy hoped that would do the trick. Matt was devoted as to her as a brother. Actually, far more so than her own actual brothers. They had an agreement where he loosened security occasionally, and she didn’t sneak off on him. 

Anymore.

It had taken a few years to settle into that compromise.

“I’m not leaving the boat.” He did a quick 360 scan before settling on the dance floor around the jacuzzi near the back. “I’ll be there when you’re ready to go.”

Cassidy squeezed his trunk of an arm in thanks. “It’ll be a while.” Then she paused. “If you’re such a big fan, any idea what Jake’s favorite drink is?”

“Gin and tonic. Bombay Sapphire.”

“Good to know…” She beelined inside. It was much less crowded, thanks to the stunning Indian summer weather. A brewery was sponsoring the party, so it took some sweet-talking to convince the bartender to dig up real alcohol in the owner’s suite to make Jake’s cocktail and her own Cuba Libre. Cassidy only had to smile and nod her way out of potential conversations three times before making her escape back to the deck. 

There was a sunken area, then a collection of ropes thicker than her thigh in neat loops. Jake had his forearms braced where the two sides of the railing met. The wind had tousled his hair, reminding Cassidy of how it had looked after she’d clutched at it during sex. He wore a pale blue dress shirt, the collar undone, and obviously tailored navy slacks that draped off his narrow hips and muscled thighs. 

Tiptoeing up behind him, she asked in a low voice, “Would you like a drink, sir?”

“Only if you magically poured all of this crap beer into a tub, purified it, distilled it, and turned it into something halfway decent.”

“Like a gin and tonic?”

Jake swung around, and the naked surprise on his face at seeing Cassidy made her giggle. Then his eyes zeroed in on the rocks glass in her hand. “Tell me that’s the real thing.”

“Bombay Sapphire with a twist.” She raised it in a silent toast before handing it over. 

After a long sip and a heartfelt sigh, Jake said, “Clearly you’ve climbed the career ladder. Transitioned from world-famous pop star to wish-granting fairy.”

“I’m not sure that’d be a promotion. I hear the magical dental plan has one heck of a co-pay.”

“How’d you get this? I was told only that wheat piss Capitol Hill Ale was being served.”

She made a vee with her fingers and used it like a compass to touch both sides of his downturned mouth. “Did you ask for it with your grump face on?”

“If it’s a day that ends in Y, then probably.”

“Okay, now look at me.” Cassidy swept a hand down her side, pointing out—hopefully unnecessarily—the amount of bare skin showing in between where only three slashes of fabric held her blue dress together. “You get more good cocktails with flirtatious exposure than with snarls.”

He traced along her ribs, his touch as much to blame for the goosebumps that erupted as the breeze off the water. “The way you look in this? I’d give you a lot more than two drinks. I’d be hard-pressed to think of anything I wouldn’t hand over to you right now.”

“Then this is the perfect time to talk about adding some dates to our mini-tour. We can go hunt up Cam and Jones, too. They’re here, aren’t they?”

“Yeah. Cam’s here with his girlfriend, Kylie. As for Jones, just tilt your head and listen for a crowd of squealing women. It’s like human sonar. He’ll be in the middle of them.” His fingers kept up that slow caress along one side of the top slit, and then back along the bottom of it, like a pleasure pendulum. “How about we stay out here and not talk about the tour at all?”

 “Fine by me.” She’d made her power play for the tour and gotten everything she—initially—asked for. They had managers to sort out the rest. 

If Jake wanted to chat? That was, well, music to her ears. It was exactly what Cassidy craved. A partner. Someone who knew this crazy, fast-paced, mixed-up world of stardom and would help, rather than judge her, with her problems.

Taking her shoulders, he steered her to the railing. “Keep your back to the rest of the boat. It’ll lower the chance of being recognized. Now, would you like to talk about how grateful I am for this drink? Or something dull yet location-topical about Congress and their latest attempt to prevent a budget shutdown?”

“I need help. A sounding board.”

His eyebrows quirked up. “Really? Hit me. I’d love to chew on someone else’s problem for one damn minute.”

“My sister wants to come work for me. Something between an assistant, which I’m not at all sure she’s qualified for, and an intern. Sarah is on a mission trip for a few months, except it went all wrong. She ended up in Dubai. She needs money to get home and needs something to do until the next semester starts.”

“Dubai? It’s a party capital. She didn’t ‘end up there.’” Shrewdly, Jake asked, “The mission trip didn’t take, did it? She pulled a stunt to get out from under your religion’s thumb and got in over her head.”

“It isn’t my religion,” Cassidy retorted swiftly. “Not anymore.”

“Obviously.” He gave a gentle tug at the hem of the tight skirt that could ride up to dangerously exposed if she so much as sneezed. “I’m not trying to be a jerk. Everybody knows your story. The kid who ran away from home.”

“From the super-strict family and the religion that labeled any music sung outside of church as evil and dangerous,” she murmured. 

“The fourteen-year-old girl who lied and bluffed her way into an audition for a label with a gospel song because it was all she knew and signed a major contract that day. The girl who celebrated by getting a soda because she’d never had one because for whatever fucked up reason, bubbles were evil.” 

Cassidy sipped from her drink, still enjoying the slight fizz on her lips as much as she had that long-ago day in Los Angeles when she’d choked on her first carbonation. “Bubbles are pleasurable. And people tend to sin in order to get greater worldly pleasure, rather than trusting in the Lord to provide.”

“Still rolls right off your tongue?”

“Just like the Pledge of Allegiance. The difference is that I still believe in my country. A religion that won’t let me sing in my own shower? No thank you.”

Jake captured a carefully styled flyaway tendril of her hair. He rubbed it in between his thumb and forefinger. And even though Cassidy knew that hair didn’t have nerve endings, she swore she felt that simple caress. “You were brave, you know. To do that.”

It hadn’t felt brave. It had felt like an act of desperation. “I didn’t have a choice. I was dying inside. I had to break free.”

“You think Sarah’s at the same point in her life?”

“It’s hard to tell. I haven’t talked to her in years. My parents forbade any of my siblings to have contact with me.”

Jake gave a half-smirk, half-wince. “Funny, my dad cut me off too, when I wouldn’t worship his religion. Only his religion is money and appearances.”

“That doesn’t sound too far off.” It made Cassidy sad. How a line could be drawn in the sand with no room for love or understanding? “How people saw our family, what they would think about me being a godless whore in Hollywood, mattered far more than who I was on the inside. It mattered more than how much I loved my brothers and sisters. Still matters more than all the money and time I’ve given to charities.”

“But your sister still reached out to you.”

“Yes. Maybe.” Being shunned, cut off from her own family, had taught Cassidy that trust didn’t linger—it had to be continuously earned and proven. So, she didn’t wholly trust that Sarah was actually taking a stand and choosing to be a sister again. “There’s every chance she just needs an exit strategy, and I’m a better bet than Mom and Dad.”

“No matter the reason, she is stranded halfway around the globe.” Jake pointed out at the snaking ribbon of navy blue that eventually emptied into the Chesapeake Bay and out to the Atlantic. “In a part of the world where women don’t have nearly the same freedoms they do here.”

“Oh, I’m getting Sarah out of there, no matter what. I’ll buy her a ticket back to the States.” That part was a no-brainer. Cassidy took a quick sip of her drink and then laid her hand on his forearm. “What I want your opinion on is whether or not I should take a chance and take her on as my assistant once she’s here. Just because she’s family.”

His arms swung down from the railing. His head dropped. And a hollow, bitter laugh that absolutely shocked her streamed out of Jake. “You don't want to know how I feel about family ties. Not this month. Probably not this year. I resent the hell out of them.”

Ohhh-kay. There was a story there. One that probably had to do with Jake living in his parents’ house when she’d tracked him down last week. No wonder he wanted to focus on someone else’s problem. “What if she's asking for money, for help, because it’s the only way she figures I’ll even talk to her?”

“That could be true. Hell, it could just be ten percent true. If so, I’m guessing you don’t want to regret missing out on what might be a chance. A door cracking open. So why not give her the job?”

Which was exactly the way Cassidy had been leaning. But she was a sucker for a heart-tugging story. More than a little obsessed with reunion videos on YouTube between soldiers and their dogs. They made her cry every time. She’d needed someone like Jake to also point out the value in opening herself up to be hurt again. 

And thus, the next obvious question was delivered in a low murmur. “What if it doesn’t work out?”

He shrugged. “At least you’ll know.”

It meant a lot that Jake hadn’t dismissed her family drama. She’d noticed him angle his entire body toward her as he listened. As he gave her both his full attention, and his full-scale honesty. That was rare to encounter at her level of celebrity. 

People pretended to listen. They agreed with her, no matter what. Both qualities which annoyed her to no end. And had led Cassidy to place her full faith in the old saying “actions speak louder than words.” 

Jake’s actions—not schmoozing with everyone else, choosing to simply talk with her rather than lunging for a hot quickie, giving his true opinion rather than whatever he thought she wanted to hear—made her appreciate him all the more. She decided to throw caution to the wind. Be spontaneous. Make an undoubtedly bad but fun decision.

Show him with her own actions how much she appreciated his attention. 

“That’s good advice. I owe you. And I don't like to leave a debt unpaid, so....” Cassidy dropped to her knees. Setting her drink on the deck, she made quick work of his belt and zipper.

Was a blow job an extreme measure of gratitude for a little free advice? Maybe. 

But Cassidy knew if she didn’t do it, if she didn’t seize this unguarded moment with Jake, he’d be right. She’d regret missing out on what might be a chance to extend their connection. To walk away with one heck of a memory. 

“Cassidy, are you crazy? You can’t do this here.”

“Watch me.” She cupped his already tight balls before yanking his boxer briefs down his thighs. “Seriously. I’m betting you’ll enjoy the view.”

“That’s the point. Anyone would and could enjoy—” his words disintegrated into a long moan as she licked him from the base of his shaft up to the tip. “I’m trying to protect you. This is wrong.”

His chivalry was both noted and appreciated. In theory. In reality? Cassidy had a bodyguard to protect her. To keep her safe. All she wanted from Jake was for him to let her be herself.

Cassidy used her electric blue nails to trace feather-light circles around his balls. Jake shuddered with each circuit. “I spent my whole childhood being told what I wanted to do, what I liked to do, was wrong. You know what’s on the other side of wrong? What’s right for me.”

“It’s feeling pretty damned right for me, too.”

He was so tall that sitting on her heels wasn’t getting the job done. Pressing up, she was able to suck on him like an erotic lollipop. Her tongue swirled up, down, in circles. At the same time, she kept up the light, teasing caress on his balls with one hand while the other stroked his thick, long shaft. Her squeezing took on the rhythm of the electronica thumping through the ship’s speakers. 

When Jake’s hand landed on top of her head, she reared back. And tried not to giggle at how his penis tried to follow, jutting out toward her instead of straight up. “The only thing that will give away what we’re doing is if you give me sex hair. Hands off the ’do.”

An actual growl came out before Jake harshly said, “I need to touch you.”

“Later. It’s my turn right now.” 

“Not for long,” he warned as he braced his hands wide apart on the railing. 

Speed was of the essence in not getting discovered. Cassidy applied herself to getting him there. She hummed a little in the back of her throat while sucking down as much of him as possible. She scratched and tickled the insides of his thighs before circling back to palm his balls again.

Most of all, she kept up the steady rhythm of suction and sliding licks. Cassidy enjoyed the salty stickiness of the fat drops of pre-cum that kept collecting as fast as she could swirl them off. She loved the tremors running along his legs. The steady stream of semi-incoherent praise and pleas from him. And when he began to fuck her mouth, well, she absolutely loved the knowledge that she had driven him to the edge. 

Jake exploded mere seconds later, his whole body shaking. Cassidy had barely swallowed it all down when he grabbed her beneath her arms and lifted her to her feet, facing the railing. “Did that get you hot? Getting me off?”

“Of course it did.” 

The recklessness, the danger, the speed, had all been sexy. 

Overriding all of that, though, was Jake himself. Feeling the crisp hair on his balls, the softer hair dusting his muscled thighs. The musky scent of him when she’d buried her nose at the crook between his leg and his stomach. Every groan he’d made had been an aural stroke between her very damp folds.

Cassidy looked over her shoulder at him. Jake’s whole face was backlit and shadowed. But there was enough light from the full moon to show an unmistakably smug and satisfied man. One whose super-broad shoulders and torso would hide her from the view of anyone else on the boat.

“Like you said, actions speak louder than words.” With a twist to those sensual lips, Jake reached around to cup her drenched thong with his hand. 

The surprise of it whooshed all the air out of her lungs. When she tried to suck in air, it resulted in a raspy gasp. Because he surprised her yet again. He pushed two fingers inside her. Crooked one of them a little to the side and began…jiggling? Massaging? 

There was pressure and rhythm and Cassidy honestly couldn’t find the word to describe it because a series of explosions were relaying down her nerve endings, starting from her core and working out to every limb. 

His other hand slid inside the gaping slit on the side of her dress to knead her breast. Jake’s thumb flicked over her clit and she was gone. Ridiculously fast. Amazingly mind-blowing. Her whole body quaked. Jake crowded up against her more, so she could brace herself against his solidity as she trembled. 

And then her heart trembled when he pressed soft kisses along her temple as he withdrew his hands and straightened her skirt.

A dry mouth had Cassidy grabbing for her drink as he pulled himself back together. She drained it in three fast gulps. Now what? Would they join the party? He probably needed to be seen tonight with Riptide. 

This cruise to nowhere was a fundraiser for music programs in D.C. schools. The organizer had invited everyone headlining in the area this week to come and be proof that an interest in music wasn’t a dead end. The last thing Cassidy wanted to do was give any false hope that every little kid would grow up to be a rock star. 

But she did know, all too well, that music could get through to kids when nothing else could. Could save them. Or give them the strength to save themselves. So, she’d not only agreed to appear, but was writing a hefty check herself.

Plastering on her stage smile, she asked, “Should we go convince these movers and shakers to open their wallets?”

“Yeah.” He stared at her with an unreadable, flat expression. Jake brushed his thumb along her lower lip. “I just…this was amazing, Cass.”

“Agreed.”

His arm dropped to his side. “It can't happen again.”

And as he explained why, her heart broke. Not for the loss of whatever future they might’ve shared. No, her heart broke for the burden pressing down, suffocating Jake. A boulder of guilt and responsibility that sat between him and what he loved best.

Cassidy desperately wanted to do whatever it took to lift it from him.

She just wasn’t at all sure that he’d let her.

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Cam clapped Jake on the shoulder as they walked backstage with the crowd still screaming and clapping behind them. “You rocked tonight.”

A quick shake sent sweat flying from Jake’s brow. It’d been hot under those damn spots. Even after he’d ripped off his tee shirt and flung it at the crowd. “Right back at ya.”

It was the same thing they’d said to each other at the end of every single concert. Kind of an after-the-fact good-luck charm. The words popped out, automatic, but as much a part of finishing a gig as taking a bow after the last chord.

This time, though, that quick back-and-forth shook Jake to his core. He stopped, putting a hand on the cinderblock wall because it actually felt like his world was reeling.

What if he only got to hear Cam say that two more times? What if he only got to play with these guys two more times? The thought of cutting them out of his life, cutting music out of his life, was as unimaginable as cutting off an arm.

Being faced with the reality of giving this all up was so damned hard. 

Jones jammed a shoulder against his to get him moving again. As they rounded the corner toward the green room, the applause was still audible. Not polite. Not yeah, good show, but I gotta get to my car before 14th Street turns into a parking lot. 

Applause that kept going for this long meant the crowd had a fucking experience. That they’d taken in the music like air and made it a part of them. It meant this new music they’d slaved and sweated over resonated with fans. That it worked.

Jake slapped a hand against the top of the doorframe. “Holy shit, that was great.”

“Yeah.” Cam nodded. “Good to know you didn’t lose your touch in those months you sat on your ass in Jersey. Jones and me, well, we were a little worried…until we remembered we had a backup if you’d lost your mojo. Because it went so well when Dylan filled in.” 

“Yeah, as well as he filled your sister too, Watson,” Jones cracked. 

Cam’s eyes narrowed to a squint. “Dude, you can’t make dirty jokes about Ariel. We laid down that rule like a decade ago.”

He batted away Cam’s words with one hand like they were an insignificant gnat. Then Jones headed straight for the metal tub of ice and beer. “I figured that ban was lifted when she started sleeping with our keyboard sub. I still love her to death, but c’mon—she posted a dick pic of Dylan on the Internet.”

“No, all she did was take it. Her boss stole it and posted it.”

“I still get to make jokes for a month. After that it’ll be nothing but full-blown respect, I swear.”

Part of Jake wanted to know what the hell was the story with Ariel. Last he’d heard, she was a workaholic publicist for a big label. This sounded…interesting. And yes, joke-worthy. 

But the bigger part of Jake couldn’t get past Cam’s teasing remark. Couldn’t accept it as their usual I love you like a brother so I’m gonna poke at you ’til you blister banter.   

He stopped, mid-reach for the stack of towels on the edge of the sink. And asked the scariest question ever. “Did you offer Dylan my spot? Permanently?”

“How could I do that? Seeing as how I didn't know you'd given it up.” Cam crowded up right in front of him, crossed arms pushing against Jakes sweaty chest. “Is that what this is? Are you giving two weeks’ notice while our chords are still fucking echoing in this hall?” His voice got louder by the end. Loud like his mic had died and he was still trying to project to all seven-hundred people in the audience.

“No.” His hand fisted around the towel, wishing it was something harder that would make a crunching noise as he bore down. It was impossible to even look at his bandmates. The residual high of performing again drained away so fast that he almost got dizzy.

Jake wasn’t ready for this conversation. Even though he knew that Cam had every right to push him into it. “I don't know,” he ground out between clenched teeth.

“That’s not good enough,” Cam shouted.

Jones abandoned his beer to stand between them, arms outstretched to push them a couple of paces apart. “Hey, bring it down to a mezzo forte, okay? The last thing we need as we’re closing in on our shot at being signed is someone out in the hall hearing this fight and posting all over the Internet that Riptide is breaking up.”

With a jerky nod of understanding, Cam continued in a flat, quiet voice. “What happens after we finish the next two concerts, Jake? Will you run back to Jersey to cover for the dad who never once supported you? Or will you stay with us and fight for Riptide’s future?”

“Hell, for all I know, we won't get picked up by a label.” 

Shit. 

That was the wrong thing to say. It was the desperate to change the conversation thing to say. But mostly, it was hurtful, not at all true, and so not helpful. It wasn’t like pouring gasoline on a fire. It was like turning a volcano upside down and shaking hot lava onto a fire. 

Jake wished like hell he could reel the words back in. Or that Cam, his best friend, knew him well enough to know that he regretted them.

From the way Cam’s eyes flared wide, he wasn’t in an empathetic mood. “Is that what you really want, Jake? The easy way out?”

“No, of course not.”

“You want us to fucking fail? To spend all this time, work so hard, pour all this money into this tour and just fail? So that you don’t have to grab your sac and stand up to your father?”

“That’s not what—”

A slash of Cam’s hand through the air cut him off. “Don’t bother trying to explain. You’ve got a choice to make. Which is messed up to even say, because I thought you chose Riptide way back when we dropped out of college together to start it.”

He yanked open the door and slammed it hard behind him.

“He’s pissed at you,” Jones said, unnecessarily.

“Yeah. I got that memo loud and clear.”

“He’s not the only one.” Grabbing another beer, he followed Cam out the door.

Jake buried his face in the towel. Welcome back to the band, he thought. All he’d wanted for two months was to be back here, with his best friends, doing what he loved.

And he’d fucked it all up. 

 

 

 

 

Jake climbed the burgundy carpeted stairs. Which matched the few inches of burgundy wall he could see between the floor to ceiling artwork. The Mansion on O Street was a famous mansion/hotel/hideaway for rock stars, politicians, and even—supposedly—spies. Above all else, though, it was filled to the brim with oddities. Everything from a Miss USA crown to a signed John Lennon letter. Cool if you wanted to chill and wander. Not cool when you just wanted to slam into your room and forget this night happened.

“Hi there.”

The sex kitten purr had Jake jerking his head up. At the top of the stairs, more beautiful than any of the paintings on the wall, stood Cassidy. Not in her sexy, glittery concert dress, but in yoga pants and a tank top with unicorns on it.

If anything could drag him out of this crap mood, it was her. 

Except, of course, the fact that blue balls would probably make the night worse. Cassidy, bra-less and in sleepwear fired up about a dozen fantasies. None of which Jake could follow through on with his band mates somewhere in this crazy warren of rooms.

Excitement at seeing her, however, did have Jake taking the last half-flight of stairs two at a time. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve got a room, just like Riptide. I’m playing with you guys now, so I go where you go.”

“But you didn’t stay for our half of the concert.” He’d noticed. His eyes had been glued to Cassidy for every song. But as soon as the stagehands started switching up the equipment for Riptide, she’d vanished.

“Oh, but I did. I hid in the lobby and watched through a cracked door. I didn’t want to be a distraction on your first night back in the saddle, so to speak.”

That was more thoughtful than he deserved. Jake lobbed back some naked honesty. “I looked for you,” he said in a low voice, outstretched fingers trailing against hers.

“I couldn’t take my eyes off of you,” Cassidy admitted. “Seeing you perform in person is electric. It made me exhausted and energized at the same time. You played a hell of a set.”

“Thanks.” Her praise felt real. More real even than the in-the-moment applause. Because Cassidy wasn’t just a fan, caught up in the excitement of a live show. She knew music. Knew if he hit a clinker of a wrong note, or if he cut off too soon. “Don’t suppose you can help me find my room?”

“We’re all in the same house.” She lifted their now joined hands to point at a full-length mirror. “You’re just one secret door away from your bed.”

“How far away is that from Cam’s?” Jake muttered as she pulled on the ornate frame to reveal a doorway into a connected rowhouse. 

“Cam’s?” Cassidy’s already arched brows shot up. “Not mine? What’s up with that?”

They went down two steps, and then back up four into another hallway, this one wider but still cluttered. “Sorry—but I’m guessing your ego can take the dent.”

“If necessary.” Putting one hand on his cheek, she asked softly, “Did something happen with Cam?”

“We had a fight.” It took all of Jake’s control not to lean into her touch. It was more soothing than four ibuprofens chased with a shot of tequila. “After the show. It got bad—and it didn’t really get finished,” he realized. Huh. 

“About what?”

“I had a great time on stage tonight. So great that I worried if they’d offered Dylan my spot. And I made the mistake of asking that question.” He saw his door with the funny handle and hustled forward to unlock it. The hall wasn’t the greatest place to unload this conversation. 

Her eyes popped open wider than an anime character. “Your spot? Did you quit Riptide?”

“Funny, that’s exactly what Cam asked. Which is when everything fell to shit.”

Cassidy toed the door shut with her sneaker. Then she crossed her arms, facing Jake. “But did you quit?”

“No.” He scrubbed his hand through his hair. Talking to Cassidy about this was a million times easier than talking to Cam. It was still tough, though. And yet, good to get out of his head and bounce off of another person…who wasn’t ready to jump down his throat if he said the wrong thing. “Not yet, anyway. I might have to.” Thank God the weird couch was right behind him, because it was too damn hard to stand anymore with the weight of all this pressing down on him 24/7. “I don’t fucking know. That’s the truth.”

She sat down next to him and started rubbing his forearm, up and down in slow strokes. It was heaven. “What happened when you explained?”

“It came out all wrong.” Jake fell back against the cushions. “All I did was make things worse. Which I would’ve said six hours ago was impossible.”

Curling her feet under her, Cassidy snuggled into his side. “Rough re-entry into Riptide-land?”

“The trouble is, we were in the middle of a fight when I left, two months ago.” Jake curled his arm around her. Cassidy fit there as well as if they’d done this a hundred times at the end of a hard day. “Hell, we’d been in one for six months before that. Not like we were sniping at each other every day or couldn’t work. Most of the time everything was great. Until it wasn’t.”

“Because…” she prompted.

“Because I’m still mad at Cam screwing us over.” It almost came as a surprise to Jake. He hadn’t dwelled on it, or even though about it since going on hiatus. He’d been too miserable missing Riptide to remember any of the bad stuff. But being back tonight, fighting with Cam and getting the even worse I’m disappointed in you treatment from Jones? It bubbled his lingering resentment to the surface. “Do you know the story behind the suckage that was Triangulation?”

Her nose crinkled. Adorably. “Rumors. Gossip. Probably not anywhere close to the truth.”

Jake didn’t talk to anyone about this. Not when it happened, and they were reeling. Not when they worked their asses off in a cabin in the middle of nowhere to come up with a fix. Not during this tour that was their last chance. 

Partly because he was loyal as fuck and would never throw Cam under the bus to anyone who’d repeat it. He trusted very few people in the music biz to keep their mouths shut around a nugget of gossip this huge. And partly because Cam and Jones were his closest friends, so who the hell else could he unload to? 

But Cassidy…she was trustworthy. Because she sat on the same tiny pedestal of rock stardom. That meant she understood the need for absolute discretion. 

God, it would feel so good to finally get it all off his chest. Jake stared across the room at a funky lamp. “If Cam comes out looking like an idiot, it’s closer than you think. He slept with a woman from the label.”

“Um, last I heard, no label requires their rock stars to be celibate. Talk about an impossible-to-enforce contract clause. It’d take the ‘sex’ out of their decades old ‘sex sells’ marketing plan.”

Jake shook his head. “This time around, they used sex to sell Cam on a shitty plan. They wanted to push us in a new direction. A fake sound, something they thought was trendy and hot, but we knew it was crap. Not Riptide’s thing at all. Suzy slept with Cam long enough to convince him the new sound was the way to go. That it was good business. He talked me and Jones into it, against our instincts and significantly better judgment.”

“Oh, no.” Her hands flew to her mouth. 

“She dumped him the minute we stopped recording. Advance reviews were almost as shitty as the songs deserved. It flopped. And just like that, we were has-beens. An embarrassment. And our label wouldn’t back us to try another new sound, one that would fix everything and put us back on top.”

In the past, Jake would’ve vaulted off the sofa and headed for the liquor cabinet to wash the taste of that story from his mouth. Tonight, though? He was content to sit, absently stroking his fingers through Cassidy’s silky-soft hair. 

“I’m…shocked. At his stupidity. As musicians, we’re artists first, before performers. We have to trust our gut. Nobody else. Because the music that we craft is a part of us.”

That. Exactly that. Word for word. Cassidy summed up so succinctly what he’d messed up with long strings of swear words every time he’d yelled at Cam. Smiling down at her, Jake asked, “Where were you a year ago when I needed to hear that?”

“Touring New Zealand, I think.”

“Smartass.”

“Isn’t that what first attracted you to me? Oh, wait...it was my actual ass.”

“I think that’s a chicken or the egg sort of thing.” Smiling—which was a nice change from how he’d stormed into the Mansion—Jake stood to pace. There wasn’t much room for it, but he didn’t need to be thinking about Cassidy’s ass when he was close enough to touch it. “The bottom line is that Cam knows he screws up. Nobody feels that pain and bitterness more than Cam does. But because of how much he took the blame upon himself, I never unleashed all of my anger onto him.”

“Do you want to? Just yell at him? Reduce him to a quivering, abject, pile of stammering apologies?”

It’d be a lot easier if he could get it over with like that. Except… “Nah. It wouldn’t fix anything. Cam sure as hell couldn’t feel any worse. I guess I never got to vent all my mad out about how he screwed us over, though. Snarky comments every couple of weeks didn’t do the trick.”

“Is that what this hiatus was partially about? You're pouting?”

Pulling his eyebrows together until he swore they touched, Jake growled, “Hell, no. I’m a big, studly man. I’ve never pouted a day in my life.”

“Oh, my apologies.” Cassidy winked at him. “Stud.”

He rubbed just above the bridge of his nose, where it felt like an emotional headache had been growing for months. Just under the surface. Like those zits that hurt like crazy but wouldn’t erupt. 

“But I won't have to make the hard decision about whether or not to leave Riptide if we don't get picked up by a label. Which comes back around to all of this being Cam’s fault. So, I’m pissed. But I can’t tell him.”

“Jake.” Cassidy twisted out of his embrace. With one hand on his thigh and one on his stomach, she pushed up to her knees. “I heard your concert tonight. You know, deep down, as well as I do that Riptide’s a runaway success. Again.”

“Thanks. And…yeah.” There was no denying the truth. “This music, this sound, it feels as right as any of our best stuff.”

“Are you worried that Cam and Kylie will break up? That he'll make another bad decision? Yet again, about a woman that will have a ripple effect on Riptide?”

She couldn’t be further from the base of his fear. “Not at all. I'm afraid I'll make the bad decision. People depend on my family’s company, literally for their lives.”

“Those people don't need you,” she scoffed. “MCQ doesn’t need you. Riptide does.”

Cassidy might as well have been speaking Azerbaijani for all the sense it made. “What are you saying?”

“Anyone could run that pharmaceutical company. Probably better than you could, since you told me you’re just a figurehead. Riptide is a three-person band. You’re one of those people. An integral piece. It would never be the same without you. Cam and Jones need you.” Cassidy stood. “More to the point, you need them. To be happy. Fulfilled. Satisfied.”

“You make my band sound like a piece of pie.”

“Sort of. I mean, I see full well that you’re joking and trying to mock me rather than hunker down into the meaning of what I said. Nonetheless, pie? The filling, the crust, and the scoop of ice cream on top? It all works together a hundred times better than each layer by itself.”

The strap of her tank top slid off of her shoulder. Just that fast, his brain pulled a screeching U-ey. “Filling and ice cream make me think of other things. Very much non-Riptide things.” Things that were not at all complex. Jake surged to his feet, one arm reaching to pull her back to him.

 Cassidy all but leapt for the door. One hand on the knob, she paused. “For the record, I’d very much like to have sex with you right now. We’re not going to, however. Because your brain clearly needs all its blood tonight while you work through what to do next. While you contemplate the possibility that you can’t be the freaking martyr/savior to two entirely different groups.”

With that, she blew him a kiss and slipped out.

No sex…and no pie. How was it that this night kept getting worse?

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

When Cassidy was twenty, she’d headlined at Wembley Stadium for the benefit concert in honor of the People’s Princess in front of 63,000 people. That was a single stop on a world tour that supported a cast and crew of nearly one hundred, twenty-two trucks, eleven buses and a llama. 

While of course she delegated to the production manager, her personal manager, her agent, the head of wardrobe, the lead choreographer…Cassidy made sure to touch everything. No detail escaped her personal tweak or stamp of approval. Fans came to see her. The look, the sound, the brand, the swag, the set, the lights all had to reflect who she was.

And she didn’t want to let anyone down. Disappointing a single tween at her first live concert was a non-starter. Failing to make a supportive dad who’d brought his daughter smile and sway along simply wasn’t acceptable. Those people paid out good money to see her. To be part of an immersive experience. Cassidy owed them. She had to deliver on the promise.

She also knew that all those people who traveled with her and the ones toiling away in offices depended on her delivering. The responsibility was massive. Constant. 

But…Cassidy looked across the aisle of the tour bus at the windows rimmed in blue and purple and red lights like a bachelorette limo. Lights Sarah had insisted on turning on even though it was barely dusk and, oh, they weren’t about to drink from penis straws. Sarah, in her cropped tank and cutoff shorts—both clearly a hack job from scissors in her hotel room—had the same dark hair and petite features as Cassidy. The resemblance to the woman curled up in the black, Ultrasuede recliner, however, stopped here. 

Because her sister Sarah, at twenty? Cassidy wouldn’t entrust the responsibility of a pet turtle to her. Sure, that might be a harsh judgement after only half a day together. It might be the headache that pounded over her right eye…brought on by Sarah’s non-stop babble. 

Or it could be the sinking suspicion that DNA might be the only thing she shared with her sister. Cassidy hadn’t expected an instant connection. After all, they hadn’t talked, hadn’t even seen each other in years. She’d left home when Sarah was just a toddler—and been banned from any further contact.

What she had expected—or at least hoped for—was an effort. To get to know each other. An effort to understand her new job as Cassidy’s personal assistant. An effort to impress, to do a good job. 

Cassidy had thought this was the perfect timing to ease her sister into her life. She wasn’t officially on tour. Aside from Matt, her bodyguard, the rest of her entourage was enjoying a well-deserved break. She was relying on Riptide’s tour manager, Tony Saviola, to coordinate things. Aside from an actual vacation, these few weeks were as low-stress as Cassidy’s life ever got. 

But Sarah didn’t want to do anything. 

Except for complain.

“Why are we shoehorned into the Riptide tour buses?” Sarah whined. “Don't you have your own?”

“Not on this mini-tour. It’d be wasteful to get a big bus for myself for only a couple of stops.” Thank goodness the guys were all on the other bus. She’d die of embarrassment if they’d heard any diss against their generosity in sharing their space.

“What’s the point of being a rock star if you don’t use all the perks? Come on, Cass. You can afford it.”

“Just because I have money doesn't mean I don't watch it carefully.” Cassidy felt the leading edge of a lecture about to tumble from her lips. Sarah had literally stranded herself on another continent with her bad handling of money. And she thought she got to tell Cassidy how to spend hers? 

But, in the nick of time, Cassidy remembered what it was like living with the endless restrictions of her family and their church. The last thing she wanted to do was give Sarah any reminder of that life. 

This was her…what did the Amish call it? Her Rumspringa? Sarah’s chance to discover what life was like outside those rules and judgments. Cassidy was uniquely positioned to give her that chance, without the struggles she’d gone through herself when she ran away.

So, Cassidy took a deep breath and back-pedaled. “Sharing this bus with Riptide makes sense. I need to be close to Jake. Close to all the guys,” she quickly amended.

But Sarah pounced on her original slip of the tongue. “Jake? I mean, he’s pretty ripped, for his age. But why are you so focused on him?” 

Oddly enough, Cassidy never noticed the six-year gap in their ages. Well, not since Jake had used it as an excuse to walk out on her all those years ago. His body was, indeed, ripped. The only way she noticed his age was in his greater experience in the business. Which brought her right back around to the point.


“I want to expand my fan base. I survived the transition from teen queen to adult pop star. It’s a bridge that few singers make across. But for true longevity in this business, I have to cross a lot more bridges. I have to reach everyone.”

Sarah leaned forward, looking interested. Her lips—covered in blue glitter lipstick—pursed to one side. “How? You can’t help it that not everyone likes pop music.”

“Exactly. I have to do more than what made me famous in order to stay famous. Stay relevant. I need to be a crossover artist.”

“Tell me you’re not going back to singing gospel music.”

Not for a million-dollar payday. It brought back too many bad memories. Great for some people, but never again for Cassidy. But it did give her an excuse to stick out her tongue and squinch up her face, and when Sarah mimicked her expression, they shared a laugh.

That was a first.

It gave her hope.

Cassidy swigged from her water bottle. A sentimental souvenir from her first concert, it had her name in rainbow script surrounded by flowers. Cheesy, but it was a good luck charm she took everywhere. “That's why I sang on that country Christmas album last year. Why I recorded the theme song for that space cowboy movie. Riptide and their rock fans will be another bridge for me.”

“So now you’re going to sing rock?”

“Not all the time. But a toned-down version of it, yes. I won’t disappear at 25 like so many others have. I'm going to stick,” she said fiercely. Determination thrummed through her with an actual pulsing that pushed Cassidy up to pace as the air brakes squeaked them to a stop. 

“You’re already a mega-star. I don’t get why you worry about working so hard.”

There. That was the problem. Sarah had read Cassidy’s schedule for the next week, read her own accompanying list of tasks, and complained that it sounded like too much work.

What was that old saying? You never worked a day in your life if you enjoyed what you did? 

That was why Cassidy pushed so hard. Not for the money, the perks, the fame. Not to win awards. She loved the music, plain and simple. Being famous gave her a much better shot at continuing to do what she loved.

“I'm going to get even bigger,” she vowed. “Because I want to make music forever. There's no thrill like performing. Except for the thrill of hearing the notes in my head unfurl over the lyrics as I write them down. Everything fits, like a perfectly tailored couture dress sliding onto my body.”

“Cass, it’s just music. Which is everywhere. All the time.”

She ignored her buzzkill sister. Because there was nothing “just” about singing. Cassidy gripped tight to the safety bar that ran the length of the ceiling. “Oh, and the thrill of seeing an audience come alive for the music. Knowing that they feel what I do. Because I poured my heart and soul into what I share with them.”

Sarah twisted around to look out the window. “We’re at a truck stop. I’m going to switch to the other bus for awhile, so I can meet everyone.” She hurried to the steps before Kyoko, the driver, even got the door open. Kyoko shot her a sympathetic grimace before also going outside. 

Cassidy grabbed the opposite handrail and let her body hang. So much for sharing her passion. Would it have killed Sarah to at least acknowledge what Cassidy said? She almost never delved that deep, opening up her soul and airing out her most private feelings.

What a letdown today had turned out to be. 

“How did you do that?” a deep voice asked.

Cassidy whirled around. Jake’s body canted halfway out of the curtains across a sleeping bunk. Jake’s naked body—at the least the top half that she could see. “Do what?”

“Crawl inside my head and spit out exactly what I feel.”

Oh.

Maybe today wasn’t a total letdown after all.

 

 

 

 

Jake was a normal guy. He got turned on by pretty women. Pretty women who could hold their own in a sports conversation, even better. But he’d never been turned on before listening to a woman talk about music.

Wait.

He had.

Six years ago, at Coachella, that last night with Cassidy. They’d talked writing music, and singing, and how it was better than any high you could buy on a street corner. Hearing her echo what drove him, every day, fueled his lust faster than a strip tease.

After sleeping off a headache today, he’d awakened in his bunk feeling guilty at being stuck listening to the reunited sisters’ bumpy attempts to talk. But then, the conversation took a turn.

Cassidy went on a glorious rant. And his dick responded, immediately tenting both his boxer briefs and the thin black sheet. He stayed in the bunk, not wanting to scare her off by leading with his dick. But Jake had to let her know that he felt the same way.

“How much did you hear?” Cassidy asked softly.

Too much. 

Enough to know that she had to be beating herself up about how shitty things were going with that little brat, Sarah. 

“Enough to second everything you said about performing. That I do it to make myself happy, not to make money.” He’d been told by their agent never to say that in an interview. That the average fan wouldn’t understand. That a concert goer who plunked down hundreds of dollars for a ticket would be pissed and feel overcharged if they knew Jake was willing to perform for free.

But Cassidy got it.

She got him. 

And that was the hottest fucking thing ever.

“You love playing and singing as much as I do,” she said, using the handrails to pull herself past the kitchen area to the sleeping quarters. “I remember. I mean, I hope that I verbalize it better now, but I remember us being on exactly the same page.”

“Yeah. It’s like breathing. Just as easy and just as necessary.” 

Which was why his two-month, self-imposed exile from Riptide had been so fucking miserable. Jake felt like he hadn’t taken a full breath that whole time. But the minute he put his hands on the keyboard and looked over at Jones at his drum kit, he came alive again.

Now right in front of him, Cassidy still kept one hand up on the safety rail. The position arched her back in a way that swelled her breasts against the scoop neck of her red tank dress. Breasts pretty much right at his eye level.

Cassidy licked her lips—also bright red—and said, “It’s, um, weird to talk to someone who feels the same way about music. Weirdly great, I mean.”

And then she gifted him with an ear-to-ear smile of pure joy.

A smile that tipped Jake—and his self-control—over the edge. 

“Not just great. Your passion’s the same as my passion. I call that fucking phenomenal. I call that something to celebrate.” He snaked out an arm and tumbled her across his body in the bunk.

That smile of hers didn’t diminish a bit. But it did turn…knowing. Sensuous. As she tangled her legs with his, Cassidy asked, “I thought you said we couldn't do this again?”

Shouldn’t was more to the point. But Jake didn’t care about what he should do anymore. He’d spent months doing that. Right now, all he wanted was to enjoy being happy. How could that be wrong?

He yanked the curtain shut. “Nobody can know.” Jake smiled up at her, trying for a look of innocence. Which probably wouldn’t work given his dick was pure steel against her belly. “But if nobody knows, it’s like it didn't happen at all, right?”

She threw back her head, laughing. “Logic for the win. We’re on exactly the same wavelength.”

“Get ready to ride that wave, baby.” Jake tipped her sideways, against the blacked-out window. “Just…fast. And quiet.”

Her milk-chocolate eyes melted. “I’ll take you however I can get you, Jake McQuinn.”

Wow. 

If he hadn’t already been hard, her words alone would’ve gotten him there in a heartbeat. And his heart was beating triple time right now. He kicked out of his briefs. Had her out of her panties with a hooked thumb in the waist and a single wriggle. 

Then he reached into the mesh pocket under the window. It was for phones, glasses…and because hell, they were rock stars after all, long strings of condoms. They almost never brought women onto the bus. It was their private space. But at least Jake always knew where he could restock his wallet.

The space was tight. He scanned the possible logistics, knowing from experience that he could barely do an ab curl without hitting his head on the upper bunk. 

“Are you changing your mind?”

He rolled on the condom, shaking his head. “Hell, no. Let’s call it planning the stage setting. And I know exactly how I want you.”

“Only one way?” She stroked up her thigh, bringing the skirt of her dress up to her waist. “That sounds unimaginative.”

“We’ve got less than five minutes before Kyoko gets back on the bus. This can’t be a full concert. Just a single release.”

“My singles always go platinum. I expect the best, no matter how fast or quiet.”

“Baby, I don’t know any other way.” God, it was fun flirting with her. But getting inside Cassidy would be even more fun.

Jake rolled her over until she was on her side, back against his chest. Then he lifted her leg up over his. He curled around her a little, settling her ass deeper against his crotch. 

It was easy to slip inside her. Cassidy was already wet from their dirty talk. Her neck arched as he entered, all that smooth skin exposed as her hair fell away. Jake locked on the faint blue line threading down her throat and sucked and nibbled and flattened his tongue in fat strokes that had her squirming against him.

“Where can I touch you?” she asked frantically.

“Reach down,” he urged. It was all the instruction needed. A moment later, those slim, clever fingers were dancing across his balls while he kept up a steady thrusting. And Christ, Cassidy was good at teasing him. That light touch ratcheted him into the danger zone.

Jake reached around, without breaking off the kiss on her neck, to roll her nipple between his fingers. A strained, rasp of breath let him know how much she liked it—and how hard she was working to keep quiet. 

“How do you do it?” she panted. “How do you get me there so fast?”

“Focus,” he said in a deep, serious tone that broke off into a laugh as she scraped her nails across his balls. “And I just try to make you feel as good as you make me feel.”

Her hand stilled. Her head cranked around as she locked her eyes on his. “I love that. I love how we do that for each other.”

“Baby, you can’t say sweet things like that. I’ll go over.”

“You’d better hurry, then, because I’m about to co—,” her word dissolved into a moaning exhalation as Cassidy rippled around him in tight waves. Two more fast pumps and he exploded.

Jake caressed long, slow circles around her stomach as they both caught their breath. He had maybe a minute left of guaranteed privacy. It might be another bad decision, but he knew what he wanted to do with that time. 

“This thing between us—it isn’t just sex. Great sex,” he amended. “At least, I don’t want it to be.”

“Crazy great sex,” she added with a soft, affirming chuckle. Fingers interlacing with his, Cassidy asked softly, “What do you want it to be?”

 “More. Which is messed up, because I can’t promise you anything. I don’t know what I’m doing with my own life three days from now. Dragging someone into this mess is stupid and selfish. But I still want more with you.”

“It isn’t selfish if I want it, too.” Cassidy pulled her panties back on. Then she readjusted the top of her dress and squirmed on top of him. “I want more of you. I can’t put up with the secrecy for very long, though. I understand why you need it. For now. I guess that’s my cue to pretend this didn’t just happen.”

After giving him a kiss that brought his dick right back up to attention, she slithered out of the bunk. A minute later, Jake could hear her greeting Kyoko, asking how to turn on the big plasma TV. Cassidy sounded normal. Unruffled. Definitely not sexed up at all.

Well, his girl was a consummate performer.

His girl. For now. She’d made that clear. It came with an expiration date.

But could Jake figure his shit out before then? Or would Cassidy, like Riptide, and his ridiculous pretense at being a figurehead for MCQ Pharma just end up being another bad decision for him?

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

In the realm of long-standing rock gods, Jake didn’t buy a ton of expensive stuff. He never touched drugs. Felt that a sixty-dollar bottle of wine—without the restaurant upcharge—got the job done just fine. Seven-hundred-dollar sneakers mostly pissed him off. They got crusty with mud and dog shit same as Nikes—with the added bonus of buyers’ remorse at the waste. 

But standing in the middle of the Hope Chest lingerie store in downtown Philly, he had the urge to pull out his AmEx black, give it to the cashier, and say “one of everything.” 

This shopping for lingerie in the middle of the day with a gorgeous woman was also, hands down, the best freaking date he’d ever been on.

Right now, Cassidy was modeling a white lace—nothing but lace, so sexily see-through—bra and “tap short” combo that made Jake want to offer to shut down the store for twenty minutes. 

No matter what it cost. 

As long as he could get his hands on her and his dick in her.

She switched poses, raising her arms, bending a knee. Pretty much doing everything possible to get him hot. Then Cassidy bent over, that heart-shaped ass perfectly presented in the mirror and her breasts just about tumbling out of the bra as she braced her hands on her knees.

The woman was going to kill him without laying a finger on him. Every red blood cell in his body was headed straight to his dick, and in ten more seconds, there wouldn’t be any left in his brain. 

“Isn’t this one too, I don’t know, innocent?”

“Baby, believe me when I say there’s nothing innocent about the way you look right now.”

“Hmm. Maybe it’s too bridal?” She wrinkled her button nose and stood with a frown. “That’s not on my five-year plan.”

A hollow laugh jerked out of Jake. He hadn’t planned on possibly taking over the family company because his dad liked dresses. What was that line? Men plan, and the gods laugh. Jake didn’t think he’d ever believe in a plan again. Might as well be upfront and just call it a wish list. Like asking for a Lamborghini for Christmas.

“Be careful with assuming those’ll work out,” he warned. “A good plan can blow up in your face with no warning.”

Cassidy opened her mouth as if to continue arguing. But something on his undoubtedly grim expression must’ve made her reconsider. She bit her hot pink slicked lower lip. Then she tossed her hair and giggled lightly. “Nobody’s going to force me to get married, Jake. This isn’t Camelot.”

“It could be. We both sing well enough.” And damn, if he wasn’t grateful for the way she lightened the topic after he’d dive-bombed them into the mud. Striving to stay light, he asked, “Did you ever do musical theatre in high school?”

“I didn’t ‘do’ high school. I had tutors.” Then Jake swore he could see a lightbulb go off over her head. Her whole face lit up. “That’s an interesting idea, though. There’s that TV network that does live musicals a couple of times a year. They’re getting huge ratings. Talk about exposure.”

“You want to do Camelot? Something so old school? Not Hamilton?”

“You get more attention by doing the unexpected. Doing a classic show that showcases how well we can truly sing rather than just perform would be smart. Besides, there was a big age difference between Arthur and Guinevere. You’d be perfect as the older king.”

“Keep it up,” he growled. “I’ll start with some method acting and put you over my knee.”

“I’m liking this idea more and more.” This time her giggle was far less silly, and far sultrier. 

He thrust a hanger with a black bra with ornate, thick swirls. “Let’s see this one next. Hum a couple of bars when you’re ready. I won’t go far.” Just far enough to try and walk off his half-wood.

An almost impossible task in a couture lingerie store. Good thing it seemed like they were the only patrons. He’d take a lap, see if there was anything left for Cassidy to try on, and then he’d take her to lunch. 

These three days off in Philadelphia had been amazing. Rehearsals in the afternoons, getting the sound tighter with the guys. Then just playing tourist with a woman who scoffed at his love of vinyl, but knew the lyrics to every Dylan, One Direction, and Diplo song.  

The old school music playing overhead swung from Beyonce’s Single Ladies to Whitney’s I Wanna Dance. Clearly female empowerment was the theme in this store. No complaints from Jake on that score. Cassidy’s strength, her ability to not just survive, but thrive in a business that wrecked strong men with twice her experience, was one of the things he most admired about her.

Walking past the last curtained alcove, Jake heard a man asking to see a bra in a bigger size.

But it wasn’t just any man. He knew that voice. Even though it didn’t belong here, he knew, without a doubt, who it was. 

Jake shoved back the curtain. “Dad?”

 The face of the saleswoman, with her arms full of bras and garters, contorted into some weird combination of fear, shock, and ghastly glee. She did the right, left, right thing as if she were about to cross the highway of tension that had sprung up between them, and then scuttled wordlessly away.

With a flat tone and even flatter eyes, his dad said, “Jake. This is…unfortunate.”

He did a slow, top to bottom of his father wearing the—holy fuck—identical bra and panty set he’d last seen on Cassidy. Jake jerked his eyes way, way up. “Really, Dad? Because the word I was going to go with was unexpected.”

“This—” he patted his bra strap, “—shouldn’t be a surprise to you. I was told you were dialed in to my, ah, situation.”

“Knowing about your ‘situation’ and being confronted by the reality of my dad’s hairy balls spilling out of tight white lace are two very different things.”

His father had the decency to shrug into a black satin robe. One with hearts piped along the lapels. “I wasn’t aware you’d left New Jersey. I’m surprised to run into you here.”

Of course, he wasn’t aware. Because his dad seemed to take pride in turning a blind eye to Jake’s concert dates, locations, or any press at all concerning him and Riptide. They’d been in Barcelona during the terrorist attack. Not a single person from his family called to check on him. It wasn’t until after they got interviewed on a morning show that the family lawyer reached out to Jake’s manager to inquire as to his safety. 

In a tone drier than the legendary martini at Musso & Frank’s Grill in Los Angeles, Jake said, “I’m just as surprised that you’re here.”

“It’s hard to find things in my size at department stores. I have to shop at boutiques.”

Like availability of big and tall sizing was the issue? “Not here at the Hope Chest. Although yeah, I’m surprised that you’re not keeping a low profile. That you’re in the major high-end shopping street in Philly. That you aren’t being careful.”

Man, that got loud at the end. Too bad he didn’t give a single flying fuck. 

Looking down at the slinky, feminine robe, his father asked quietly, “You think I should hide who I am?”

“In general? No. Hell, Dad, you can paint your dick green and decorate it with twinkling Christmas tree lights for all I care. I hate that you felt you had to hide.”

“Thank you.”

Jake slapped his palm against the wall of the dressing room in a half-hearted attempt to keep from punching his fist through it. Or, God help him, from taking a shot at his old man with all of his buttoned up, swallowed down frustration powering it.

“But you did hide. You’ve managed to do so for over fifty years. So, I don’t think it’s asking too much that you abide by the legal documents you signed stating that you wouldn’t flaunt your, um, preferences for six months while MCQ Pharma figures its shit out.”

Staring down his nose as if his son had accused him of something utterly despicable, his father said, “I’m not in a parade, Jake. I’m not posting selfies in that.” He pointed at the pink satin nightgown on the hook. “I’m just shopping. I don’t know why that upsets you.”

“Really? You don’t get why I’m upset that you fucking left rehab? Because yeah,” Jake drilled a finger into his sternum and enjoyed the release of the yelling, “I am dialed in to all the specifics, which means I know damn well you agreed to stay locked up in there until after the board meeting. It’s the whole reason I was forced to take a break from Riptide, abandon my partners at a pivotal time for us, and fucking cover for you.”

“Keep your voice down.” The order snapped out like he was still a kid that could be told what to do.

Surprise again. Those days were long gone. “Why bother?”

“It’s low-class to make a scene in public. An etiquette pearl that you’ve clearly chosen to ignore over and over again in your music career. But for now, since you’re representing MCQ Pharma, I’d think you’d be smart enough to refrain from doing anything that would reflect badly on the company.”

Jake paced out of the curtained alcove, feeling hemmed in. He paced a circle around a Lucite table covered in rainbow circles of panties. He’d probably have better luck getting through to the panties.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. If you don't care about the company, Dad, why should I? It’s your responsibility, not mine. You made that clear years ago, when you kicked me out. When you took away my shares and took away my seat on the board.” 

“Right now, neither of you are shining examples of good leadership.” Fully dressed in her undercover uniform of jeans, a Phillies jersey and a baseball cap, Cassidy marched right between them. She didn’t bother to extend her arms to push them apart. She just shot them the look. The one teachers and moms and managers had used for years that said you’re being an idiot and you damn well know better.

One hand rose to straighten a tie that simply wasn’t there, what with the bra and robe. Guess old gestures died hard. The snooty tone, however, was ever-present. “Who are you?”

“A friend of Jake’s. As such, I have to say that I’m not an admirer of your work, Mr. McQuinn. Leaving your son to clean up your mess? Talk about a public scene that’s far from classy.”

Forget love at first sight. Love at first fight had ensnared him. Watching Cassidy stick up for him was better than getting to toss out the first pitch at the World Series on his birthday. 

Cassidy put a hand on Jake’s arm. “A big, public fight with your father won’t do anything to help Riptide at this pivotal time, either. Let’s just go.”

She was right. For Riptide’s sake, he should walk away. Not to mention that the conversation with his dad was going nowhere. But he had to do one thing first. He might not have the mindset of a CEO yet, but Jake sure as hell knew the most potent antidote to twisted facts. 

The truth.

So, he slung an arm around his dad’s neck and snapped a quick selfie. Proof for the board of directors that their troublesome leader was not behaving. And he’d put himself in it, so his father couldn’t try and pretend the picture was from an earlier date.

“This’ll jazz up the family scrapbook, won’t it? Thanks for the heartfelt reunion, Dad. And I’m hanging in there, by the way.”

Not that he’d asked.

Not that he ever did.

Jake hooked a thumb at the dressing room Cassidy had used. “Put everything in there on hold. I’ll have someone swing by in an hour to pick it all up.” As the saleswoman nodded and stammered agreement, he fought back a shudder at a horrifying flash back to five minutes ago. “Not the white lace set, though.”

 Hand clasping Cassidy’s, Jake hurried them out of the store. Cassidy’s bodyguard stiffened to attention outside at their rushed exit, but she waved him off with one hand. Matt fell into step just behind them as Jake said, “C’mon. One of my favorite restaurants is just a couple of blocks away.”

Forehead crinkling, since they’d just had lunch an hour earlier, Cassidy asked, “Are you hungry?”

“Nope. But the Dandelion pours imperial pints of beer. Right now, I need to drink my body weight in something to wash away a sight I can never unsee.” 

Sidestepping a cyclist, Cassidy sucked in a sharp breath. “Is that why you didn’t want to buy the lace—” her voice trailed off. “You poor thing. That’s, um, traumatic. I thought the robe alone was enough of a shocker.”

And then she giggled.

Exactly like Jake had been tempted to do. Except he couldn’t. Because that would be wrong. “Are you laughing at a perfectly valid life choice? Because you know I’m stuck, on principle, supporting my dad’s descent into the world of thongs and garter belts.”

“I’m laughing at what must’ve been the look on your face when you saw him in an identical outfit to mine. And I’m really hoping that I came out on top in the comparison.” She giggled again, rolling into a full-blown chortle. 

Jake gave up on his attempt to take the high road and chuckled, too. Because everything about this situation was fucking absurdly ridiculous. They walked the entire two blocks laughing, hand in hand until they got to the British pub in the corner rowhouse with ornate curlicues framing the second and third floor windows.

Once they were on tartan-covered stools at the bar with foaming pints in front of them, Jake raised his glass in a toast. “Thank you.”

As they clinked, a confused smile flitted over her lips. “For what?”

Did Cassidy really not know how special she was? How rare a heart so big and open was in this every group for themselves, claw your way to the top business? How on earth had she gotten to be so huge, so famous, and yet stayed so sweet?

“For not hiding in the other dressing room, or high-tailing it out the door when things got real.”

Glass at her lips, half-tilted, Cassidy froze. Then she blinked fast a few times. “Have you dated women who would do that?”

“Sure.” He could think of an even dozen of examples without even trying. A bad review of a concert had chased away Jake’s first supermodel after only three days together. He’d learned fast not to expect much out of the women he dated. A good time? Definitely. Trust or selflessness? Not unless it benefitted them in some way. “Fame’s not an easy burden to share with someone.”

“Sharing’s what it’s all about, though. That’s the difference between a hook-up and something more. Getting to share all the moments—tiny, crappy, funny, happy, jubilant—I know that’s what I want more than anything. I’m so sick of the same shallow conversations. Of not sharing a history, quirks, inside jokes, fears, dreams.”

Gently, he curled her fingers around the handle again and lifted so she’d drink. “That can be hard to do when you’re constantly on tour. Constantly on a plane, or at meet and greets five time zones away.”

“Getting to be a rock star is hard to do, too. But being hard didn’t stop either of us from doing it.”

Like a two-by-four whacking him in the head, realization hit that Cassidy had clearly been thinking about him since that night he’d walked away from her in the desert. Just as much as he’d thought about her. 

Funny how it didn’t bother him one bit.

Jake rubbed his hand over his chin. “Why do I feel like there’s been a target sign on my back for six years that I never saw?”

“Maybe I angled for you. But only to see what was there, what could be.” Cassidy laid her hand right over his heart. “What’s actually happening between us is out of my control.”

That was a great way to describe it. Because this was the worst possible time to start a relationship. The worst possible time to drag anyone into his shitshow of a life. The worst possible time to add one more thing, one more person to his list of things to care about. And yet how fast he was falling for Cassidy was entirely out of his control. 

“I’m glad you did. And I’m glad that you didn’t just stay with me in the store but thought of what would be best for me. That fight with my dad was headed to becoming down and dirty and ugly. You hit exactly the right nerve to protect me and get me out of there.”

“Then I guess the least you can do is buy me a drink.” She tipped back her glass and took a long, slow swallow. 

Hell, if that wasn’t an erotic sight, watching her throat muscles work. Maybe it was because her neck got all exposed like that when she sang, and Jake always wanted to lick his way up one side and down the other in that position.

Not that he’d risk anything close to giving her a hickey in such a public place. But it gave him an idea.

“I’ll do you one better. How about I get us a hotel room in Baltimore? Away from where everyone else is staying? Private, so that we’re not constantly worried about being discovered together?”

She stared at him—through him—as she tightened the ponytail, then replaced her cap. “It’s a step in the right direction. One that I’m grateful for. Because I meant it when I warned I wouldn’t put up with sneaking around for very long. It’s dishonest. Lying to your best friends, my sister—that’s not ideal.”

“I know. This is all on me. I’m sorry I’m putting you through it.” 

Hell, Jake knew it was wrong. Wrong to lie to Cam and Jones, wrong to do anything that he felt he had to hide from the world. Most of all, it was disrespectful to Cassidy. She deserved better. He just couldn’t handle it, though, until after these concerts finished. After the big MCQ Pharma board meeting where the course of his next few years got decided. 

“I like the idea of a romantic night.” Cassidy’s voice brightened, as if she knew she’d pushed just far enough. The way she could read him was amazing. “Baltimore? Do you think we could get a waterfront view?”

“You bet.”

“But no crabs. I don’t have the patience to spend five minutes digging for a shard of a bite.”

“Duly noted. So far today I’ve learned you look far better than my dad in white lace, and that you don’t like crabs. We’re making big strides in this relationship.”

They toasted again and laughed a little more. The combination washed away at least the top layers of residual bitterness and anger from the argument with his father. Being with her didn’t solve Jake’s pyramid of problems. But it sure made him feel better, feel more able to shoulder them. 

For now. 

Because for all of her earnest declaration about just wanting to share moments of a life? Would she still feel that way if he wasn’t a rock star anymore? Not because it meant giving up fame or fortune. 

But because it’d mean Jake giving up who he truly was.

Would Cassidy still like Jake if he did give up music and became a, God help him, business man?

Would Jake still like himself?

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

The bumper-to-bumper traffic on 95 between Philadelphia and Baltimore was far from picturesque. Cassidy was grateful, though, for the bus time to catch up on social media. 

Yes, her publicist helped with a ton of it, and if things with Sarah worked out, she’d transition some of the daily posting to her. But she’d never stop popping in to chat with fans. That connection mattered. And spending the last three days secretly bopping around Philly with Jake had put her behind.

Not that she regretted a single moment. 

All the time they spent together simply made Cassidy crave more. More laughter, which rolled out of him much more easily now than when she’d first reconnected with him almost three weeks ago. She was falling hard for him. The most wonderful, surprising thing was that the sexy, talented hunk of musician appeared to be falling equally hard for her. 

As Cassidy scrolled through Instagram, regret niggled its way into her consciousness. Her feed didn’t show any pictures of her with Jake. 

This whole secrecy thing didn’t feel right. Like a shirt that technically fit but itched and didn’t lay right. 

Her finger froze, hovering over a photo from Sarah’s feed. From the concert with Riptide the night before. A selfie, with Cassidy in the background and tagged. 

A selfie that showed her sister wearing a freaking diamond and onyx choker.

The choker that Cassidy had decided not to wear in favor of a necklace that didn’t hug her throat. The choker that she’d tasked Sarah with boxing back up and putting in the safe at the club.

She uncurled herself from the recliner. Took a beat to realize that all the members of Riptide were sprawled around her. Their second bus got a flat on a deep pothole. The trip to Baltimore wasn’t very long, so everyone had crammed onto one bus and left Kyoko, Matt and Kylie behind to get it fixed. 

There’d be an audience if Cassidy yelled at Sarah right now.

On the other hand, actions had consequences. Would her sister be embarrassed? Maybe. 

But not as embarrassed as Cassidy would’ve been if anything had happened to that necklace, and the press had reported that she’d conveniently “lost” a vintage piece that cost half a million dollars. 

Embarrassed didn’t begin to cover it. How about criminally liable? Because that’s what the lawsuit would most certainly say.


“Sarah!”

Her sister didn’t look up from the iPad Cassidy had handed down to her. Because she wanted Sarah to experience all the wonders of this wide world that their ultra-conservative parents had kept from her. Because she wanted to share with Sarah some of the perks of her over-the-top lifestyle. 

But Sarah expecting those perks was a different thing altogether.

Cassidy plucked the earbuds out from under Sarah’s dark braids. “We need to talk.”

That elicited a snort, and a lazy head tilt up to look at her. “Funny. Does that mean you’re breaking up with me?”

“Not…yet.” If this was a scheduled vacation, then she would’ve detoured the bus to BWI and put Sarah on a plane. 

But her sister was…well, not a runaway. In need of help to identify her options out from under their family’s strict thumb. A refugee, seeking asylum anywhere in the world but back home. Cassidy had both been there and done that—the hard way. If she could make the transition easier for Sarah, it was her responsibility to at least try.

Maybe her essentially new-to-her sister was like a new baby. Still needing rules and training and understanding.

Cassidy had never even kept a guppy alive for more than four days. Maybe Sarah’s slip-up was partly her own fault. Maybe she hadn’t laid out the rules clearly enough.

Instead of looming over Sarah, she perched on the chair. Angling the phone so she could see the photo, Cassidy said semi-calmly, “I told you to box up that necklace and put it in the safe.” 

“I did.”

“Only after you wore it. Without asking permission.” Seriously? Cassidy could hardly believe she had to spell out Sarah’s transgression.

“You weren’t wearing it.” A half-hearted shrug paired with zero expression of anything resembling either apology or guilt. “So why would I need to ask? You were already all dressed and back stage.”

Cassidy snuck a look forward, at the couch where Jake and Cam were huddled over a laptop, composing. Or at least, they had been. Now they were both unabashedly watching the sister drama unfold. Eyebrows sky-high, Cassidy tried to send Jake a wordless plea for what to say. 

The one-cocked, one-crinkled eyebrow combo he shot back was, while adorable, utterly useless. Because all it said was a clear “‘how am I supposed to know.” 

Cam’s smirk was equally unhelpful. 

Cassidy double thumped her chest as she looked back at Sarah. “It was only insured to me. You had no right to take it.”

“Geez, nobody knew it was real. I looked hot in it. No harm, no foul.” Another shrug. 

And for one wild second, Cassidy wondered if her parents adhered to such strict rules because it was the only way to control the rampant attitude of a teenager.

“This time,” she emphasized. “This time, nothing happened. Because you were lucky. But if the clasp had slipped loose? If you took it off in the bathroom because it itched and forgot it in there? If anything had happened to it? I would have been responsible.”

“Omigosh, drama queen. No big deal. You’d just replace it.”

“That was a vintage piece worn by Lisa Marie Presley. Worth more than five hundred thousand dollars. There’s no replacing it. Ever. Nor is it up to you to be so cavalier with my money. Not with five dollars, let alone five hundred thousand.”

“I’m your sister. That means we share things.” There was a droop, a pucker in Sarah’s lower lip. It was impossible to say, however, if it was a genuine sadness at missing out on a sister bond…or a strategic way to get out of trouble.

“Sharing has its limits. Let me clarify a new rule. We can share, but you have to ask first. No sharing anything that’s insured for more money than, oh, a VIP ticket to one of my concerts. No sharing of men.” Trying to lighten the atmosphere, Cassidy finished with, “And no sharing of chocolate covered pretzels. They’re my weakness.”

Dark eyes snapping, Sarah pushed roughly past her. “I’m going to the bathroom. Are you okay with sharing the toilet paper?”

Okay, guess the true answer was that Cassidy would be the one embarrassed that Riptide witnessed this fight. Her sister’s rudeness snapped the frayed band off her temper. “Don’t be a snot. Are you here to help me? Or to just help yourself to everything I've worked for?”

Sarah heaved in a loud, long breath. Then she stormed to the back of the bus and slammed the bathroom door without saying another word.

“Well, that spiced up our Facebook Live.” Cam held up his phone, twisting it side to side. “Want to say goodbye to the fans now, Cassidy?”

Surprise—genuine, jaw-slackening shock—dropped her mouth open. Swallowing down the scream trying to work its way up her throat, she said in a near-whisper, “You didn’t.”

“Of course, I didn’t.” Cam surged to his feet, showing her the phone screen open to his email. “Jesus. It was just a joke. I’d never do that to you.”

Right. What a stupid, knee-jerk reaction. One aimed at Sarah that just went the wrong way. Cassidy grabbed his shoulder for support and squeezed. “I know. I trust you. All of you. I just…I never thought my sister would violate my trust.”

“She’s still a kid. Growing pains,” Cam reassured her as he led her back to the recliner.

Jones pointed one of his ever-present drumsticks for emphasis. “This was her freebie. She’ll sulk, realized how bad she screwed up, and do better next time.” He tossed the stick in the air, twirling three times before he caught it with a dirty, lecherous wink. “But if you need someone to spank her, I’ll volunteer.”

It hadn’t taken long for Cassidy to notice that Jones could be counted on to slough off a tough situation with a laugh. 

Thank goodness. 

Jake grabbed the stick and rapped Jones along the ribs with it. “We talked about this. Sisters are off-limits.”

“It was a selfless offer. Glorified babysitting.”

“Yeah, of the BDSM variety.” Then Jake flicked Cam on the head. “Don’t tease our guest. We all agreed to act like adults while she caravanned on our bus, remember?”

Oh. 

That’s right. 

In front of Cam and Jones, Cassidy was nothing more than a guest. Not a girlfriend. Good thing Jake had reminded her of that a split second before she turned to him for a reassuring hug.

She tucked her hair behind her ears. “I don’t want anyone to stand on ceremony. I love that we’re all peers here. It’s refreshing not having to watch what we say for fear it’ll end up on the Internet.”

“No chance of that. Not when you’re with Riptide.” Jake crouched next to her, handing over a can of ginger ale. “Drink this. It’s not a double shot of Grey Goose, but bubbles always seem to help.” Shielded from everyone else’s view by his broad shoulders, Jake gave her thigh a comforting squeeze.

And the tenderness in his blue eyes promised there’d be more comfort to come later.

It was enough. For now.

“Thanks.” She took a miniscule sip of the soda to let Jake know she appreciated his gesture. Its pure sweetness was a shock to her tongue. The fact that it wasn’t diet was proof this was usually an all-male bus. “Actually, there’s something I wanted to talk to you guys about.” A change in topic, a distraction, was the best thing for her. Doing her best Godfather impersonation—which probably didn’t even come close—Cassidy lowered her voice, puffed out her cheeks and said, “I’m going to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

With a comedically oversized leer, Jones leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees. “Is spanking still on the table?”

Cam drew his hand sharply across his throat in a shut up, now gesture. “Dude. It was never on the table.”

But Jones’s over-the-top teasing did its job. Distraction accomplished. Mood even lifted the teensiest bit. She responded by putting her hands over her heart. Lashes fluttering, she said, “It’s no secret that I’ve been a huge fan of your group forever. I grew up thinking you were all dreamboats.”

Jake almost laughed but turned it into a snort.

Cam, on the other hand, frowned. Eyes mere blue slits, he growled, “Feeling old here, Cassidy. Get to the good stuff.”

“I love your new songs. I want you to sign and to rock the world to its knees yet again in amazement at your talent. Which means I want to do my part to help. To make you so visibly awesome that EmKat records has to sign you.” 

“That’s sweet. Above and beyond.” Cam hopped the aisle to give a one-armed hug. And wasn’t it interesting to watch Jake bristle at that? His whole body sort of puffed up, like a cobra baring its hood right before striking. Cassidy bit back a grin as Cam stood back up. “But we don’t expect you to march in there and try to intervene on our behalf. That puts you in an awkward situation.”

“I know. That’s why I have a better plan. Right now, we’ve only got the joint concert in Baltimore left. I’d like us to do one more.” In fact, she’d been bursting with excitement since the idea came to her two days ago. The hard part had been waiting for the right moment to spring it on them.

Jake frowned—as expected. His skittishness about literally anything and everything happening after Baltimore was why Cassidy had decided to not be normal and tell her boyfriend first. Instead, she’d waited until the whole group was together in hopes peer pressure would get him to make the smart decision.

His palm rasped loudly against the two days of dark scruff on his cheek. “My schedule’s not flexible. Hell, it’s not my own at all, truth be told.”

“Mmm, I’m pretty sure you’ll make time for this.” Cassidy was doing the slow reveal on purpose. Building up interest and excitement like the gazillion layers of phyllo dough in the baklava they’d gorged on last night after the concert. “I want us to go out with a bang. At Madison Square Garden.”

Cam groped behind him before collapsing onto the couch. Jake’s jaw dropped. And Jones dropped his other stick.

Their reaction was beyond gratifying. 

Tunneling his fingers through his dark hair, Cam spoke in an almost hollow voice. “How? That place is booked months, even years in advance.”

“I booked it. Months ago.” Okay, so she let a little smirk slip out. Because this was too much fun. Cassidy bounced up to walk the aisle as she laid out the details. “The plan was to do a secret pop-up concert. No chance for ticket re-sellers to hike the prices. It’d be purely for the true fans. Twelve hours’ notice. A drop everything for the best night of your life deal.”

“You think—you know—you can fill the Garden in only twelve hours?” Jones half-bowed from his seat, flourishing with his hand. “Your balls are as big as mine.”

“That better not be all hype and no literal hugeness, Jones, because I want Riptide to be right there with me. One last joint concert that goes beyond viral.” She threw her arms so wide that her fingers grazed the edge of the giant television. “We’ll invite a ton of press. We’ll reward superfans. We limit it to four tickets per person, which should also cut down on price-gouging. And we save exactly five seats for EmKat.”

Cam’s gaze bopped from her, to Jones, to Jake and then back. Excitement lit him up from the inside and blazed out his blue eyes and blinding smile. “This is, well, generous doesn’t begin to cover it. We’d owe you. I’ll have to explain to Kylie that our firstborn’s going to have to be named some form of Cassidy, no matter what the gender.”

Jones slid right off the chair down to his knees. “Holy fucknuts. You’re having a baby?”

“Not any time soon. But we love each other, so it’s in the cards, you know? Like a five-one chord resolution. Inevitable and satisfying.”

Without moving from the floor, Jones squinted at Cassidy. In suspicion, like he knew there had to be a catch. “When?”

“In exactly a week.” That’d be the hardest part for them to swallow. No significant chance to plan or rehearse or prepare. “Look, I know that’s soon. But I don’t want this to be an over-produced explosion of sets and costumes and video montages. I envision it as old school rock. We play. We bring the audience along with us, into the music. That’s all they need. Raw. Naked.”

Jones did some crazy karate-like move that popped him from his knees to standing. “Actually naked? I mean, I’m definitely on board with that, but I feel like we’d incur a hell of a fine from New York’s finest.”

“The music will be naked. We’ll be conforming to standard decency levels of clothing. But that’s the name for the concert. One Naked Night with Cassidy. And Riptide, if you agree.”

Jake finally spoke up. Slowly. Haltingly. “That’s right before the board meeting for MCQ Pharma.”

“Right before means no conflict, doesn’t it? I’ve never heard of a board meeting that starts at nine at night.”

“Technically, yeah. It’s two days before. Not a lot of time for the press, the word of mouth to dissipate.”

Cam’s brows slammed together into a frown so hard that it was almost audible. “Uh, we don’t want it to dissipate. If this concert works, our name will be on everyone’s lips again. In a good way, this time.”

It hurt Cassidy to watch the internal struggle reflected in Jake’s locked muscles and squared-off jaw. He turned to her. “Look, I’m on board the grateful train for this offer. Thank you. I just know that my being up there, on that stage, well…it'll reflect poorly for the meeting.”

“You being up there, on that stage, is what makes this work.” Cam gestured between himself and Jones. “We’re not Riptide without you.”

“Cam’s right. Playing with Dylan was fine. Great, even. But it wasn’t the same as rocking with you.”

Cassidy wanted to help Riptide, as a whole. More so, though, she wanted to give Jake this win. The chance to do some lasting good for, and with, his friends, in case he truly did end up walking away from all of it after the meeting. 

She pulled his hand down from where it tugged at his spiky, unruly hair. “You don’t have to decide your whole future on this bus. Just one concert. One concert that could easily accomplish what you’ve been working towards for eighteen months. One night for total redemption.” 

Cassidy left unsaid “you owe them that much.” She knew everyone was thinking it, though. The words practically hung in the air like a cartoon thought balloon.

Now Jake was the one staring a triangle between Cam, Jones, and Cassidy. He had to be weighing how his presence at a concert guaranteed to be legendary would play with the MCQ board. Weighing it against how his presence at that concert would matter to Riptide.


Finally, he moved to stand between Cam and Jones. “I shouldn’t have ghosted you guys. I had my reasons, but it was still shitty to put you through. I’m sorry. How about I make it up to you? How about we rock the Garden?”

There wasn’t even a moment of hesitation before they piled hand over hand over hand, grinning like crazy. And then Jake looked at Cassidy in invitation.

She placed her hand on top of all of theirs. Triumph tightened her throat. “We need to choose a song to perform together. As a closer.”

“I’ve got just the one.” Jake started humming. To her surprise, it was a song from the night they’d spent together six years ago. A song they’d harmonized under the desert stars in that tent. You Really Got Me by The Kinks. 

It was perfect. 

This concert would be perfect.

Too bad, no matter how hard Cassidy tried, she couldn’t think of a perfect solution to let she and Jake stay together...

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Jake pushed back his plate. Only a few crumbs remained of the rum-soaked tiramisu that had ended their meal. That meant he couldn’t stall any more. It was time for him to make the Big Romantic Gesture.

Or…what might turn out to be the big, weird gesture that fell flatter than a poorly tuned G string.

Yeah, he was nervous. Cassidy gave them the freaking Garden. He wanted to give her something, but what could compare? His idea was either brilliant or stupid. Definitely no gray area in between. 

Was the six-year age difference between them too much? Not quite different generations, but too different to guess things like good presents? 

The expiration date on their time together was so close Jake could almost feel its hot breath on his neck. So why the hell potentially ruin the little time they had left? 

Cassidy smiled at him as she licked the tines of her fork. That smile, man, it made him feel the excitement of Christmas morning. The thrill of the moment he got his first Grammy. The serious bliss of lying under a heavy comforter on a cold morning. That smile made Jake feel good. Happy. Satisfied. 

It wasn’t how beautiful she looked, sitting there in a simple orange silk sundress that looked more like a slip than a dress…not that he was complaining. It was her attention and care and interest that made Jake feel like he was the handsomest, most talented, most awesome man in the world.

She made him feel more himself than he had in almost eight weeks.

And there was his answer. Because Cassidy made him want to go big. She made him want to go the extra mile just to get her smile to last an extra few seconds. 

Because she was worth everything.

Jake smoothed a hand down the brown piping of his cream Cuban shirt. Don’t be a fucking coward. Clearing his throat, he said, “I have a present for you.”

“And I’ve enjoyed every minute of it. Being with you without looking over my shoulder for the press, or your band mates. The view from this deck is so beautiful.” She trailed a hand over their private balcony to indicate the wide spread of blue harbor abutted by huge gray ships and the curve of downtown Baltimore. 

“This isn’t the present. This suite—that’s just the date. The real date, that I promised you.”

“You’re pretty great at the real deal.” She hitched herself up to lean across the table and give him a kiss that tasted of espresso and sugar and rum. Which was almost enough to make Jake give up on the present and sweep all the dishes to the ground and take her right here on the draped table. “It sounds ridiculous, since we’ve spent most of our lives apart, but this is a much-needed break from Sarah.”

Nothing stopped spontaneous table sex like mentioning a sister. Jake rubbed at the back of his neck. Somehow the muscles there seemed to tighten at just thinking about Kimberly. “I feel the same way about my sister. I love her, but we butt heads harder than two rams in mating season.”

Laughter pealed from Cassidy’s glossed lips, the same color as the inside of an apricot. “That’s very urban cowboy of you.”

He shrugged. “Didn’t have much to do for the past few months. I’d just finished binging a bunch of classic Westerns when you showed up.” At least he hadn’t accidentally admitted how he hate-watched Family Feud. Because holy shit, the families on there were all dumber than a box of microphone cords. 

Cassidy held up both hands to stop him. “Wait—you have a sister? I haven’t read any mentions of her online.”

Wasn’t that interesting? Smug at the knowledge he’d haunted her over the years as much as the reverse, Jake asked, “Do you stalk my fan sites?”

“No.” And when he just looked at her, arms crossed, Cassidy crinkled her pert little nose. “Not anymore. Not now that I’ve got the legendary Jake McQuinn in the flesh. You really have a sister?”

Why was that surprising? “Yeah. She’s in R&D at MCQ. Kimberly was the poster child my parents always wanted. Straight As, all the legendary McQuinn brilliance to carry the family company into new and profitable directions. Even a boring but nice tax lawyer husband, and two kids.”

“I’m so confused. Why on earth isn’t anyone hassling her to take over for your dad? If Kimberly’s already in the company, wouldn’t she make more sense to lead than someone with no science background at all?”

“She’s—and I quote—too valuable an asset to waste as a figurehead.”

Cassidy’s chair grated against the slate floor as she shoved to her feet. “Who said that? Who had the temerity to value her talents over yours?” Her voice was loud, and her expression promised bloody vengeance on whoever he named.

God, he was crazy about her.

“The whole Board. The family lawyer. The head of R&D. My mother. I’m sure if you polled the entire company, they’d agree from the janitors to the sales execs.”

“Well, they’re wrong. That’s incredibly insulting to you.”

Huh. That was the same thing Jake had thought. At first. But how was he supposed to fight against literally everyone else in his life taking the other side?

“Let’s not get bogged down in my shit. Tonight is for us. Just the two of us. And the very important matter of your present.” Jake got up. He detoured to give Cassidy a hug because her eyes were still huge, cheeks still flushed with temper. “Thanks for sticking up for me.”

“Clearly somebody has to. Since it doesn’t seem you’ll do it for yourself.” She wound her arms around his neck. The short hug turned into a sinuous dance to the faint strains of steel drums at the street festival below. A few gulls soared past. The lapping of the water grew louder in the wake of the touristy pirate boat chugging by. 

It was one of those romantic movie moments he’d gagged at in high school. Except it was better. Way better. 

Everything with Cassidy was better.

Jesus, he was pathetically head over heels for her. Which complicated the shit out of an already impossible situation.

Jake maneuvered out of her embrace and went to the closet where he’d stashed the hard-to-hide gift. “Since this is a real date, I thought I should get you flowers.”

“That’s quite traditionally sweet—oh!” she gasped as he set a pot on the table. It held an entire rosebush, about two feet tall. Blooms exploded off the stems, but not run-of-the-mill roses. No, these looked like moonlight had washed out a deep purple rose. The petals teetered right on the edge of whitish gray that deepened to a pale lavender in the middle. “That’s not traditional at all. It’s absolutely beautiful.” Cassidy traced the edge of a petal with her finger. “What is that unusual color?”

“It’s a blue moon rose. Because the chances of us getting together again after Coachella? Well, it could only happen once in a blue moon.”

Her head canted toward him. Dampness at the corners of her eyes made them shimmer. Guess it hadn’t been a stupid idea after all. She swiped at the tears with long, glittery nails that made him think of champagne. 

“This is the most romantic thing I’ve ever received. The most thoughtful. Thank you, Jake.”

“Thank you for pushing your way back into my life.” They stood there, staring at each other, for a long beat.

And then another. And another. The air was charged with…something. Could she tell how hard—and how easy—it had been for him to make this gesture? Could she tell that he never wanted this night to end?

Could she tell all the things Jake was tempted to say, but knew would just make splitting up after the Garden a million times harder?

Cassidy’s whole body jerked, as if she’d needed to physically break away from their long, deep, look. The tension also broke faster than a snapped guitar string. In a teasing voice she asked, “Does this mean you’ve forgiven me for that? For being so forward that day in your garage?”

“Come here and find out.” Jake backed across the living room of the enormous suite. He put a deliberate swagger in his walk. Whatever had or hadn’t just passed between them, he knew damn well what Cassidy wanted now. So, he unbuttoned his shirt, a slow strip tease that didn’t need any music. 

Cassidy followed, an extra swing in her sassy hips, too. Then she stopped, right in the doorway, with one hand on the frame way above her head. It lifted the hem of her dress high enough to show off the under curve of her sweet, sweet ass. “Is that a bed? An actual bed? We’re going to have sex in a bed?” She slowed the last three words down in exaggerated emphasis.

“I promised you a real date. Dinner, flowers, and now, yeah, sex in a bed. We’re going old school tonight, Cass.” 

“I like it.” She kicked off her high-heeled sandals to trail her fingertips along the deep brown comforter on the king-sized bed. “What will we do with all the extra room?” 

“Don’t worry. I’ve got plans.” Jake tapped on the player he’d specially loaded earlier. A slow, smoky ballad backed by a sax filled the room. “We may both live and breathe rock, but at times like this, jazz is the only way to go.”

“Times like this? You mean this ultra-romantic moment?”

“I guess I do.” The singer would croon all the things Jake wanted to say to Cassidy but couldn’t. “Most of all, I want to take my time. To not rush before we’re discovered. I want to learn every inch of you with my tongue.”

“That’s an excellent goal.”

“That’s only part one.” Jake carefully removed the clip from her hair. He loved running his fingers through it. Loved even more knotting it in his hand while he kissed the nape of her neck and watched goose bumps bloom on her skin. “That should get us to about midnight. But we’ve got all the way to tomorrow.”

Cassidy slowly ran her fingers up his exposed chest. Suddenly everything was happening slowly. Like they were both stringing this out as long as possible. She pushed the shirt off his shoulders and then stood on tiptoe to bury her face in his neck. “I love to smell you.”

“I’d say I chose the right cologne.”

“It’s not that. Anyone in the world can listen to your music, or stare at your hotness in pictures. Nobody else gets close enough to smell you. It’s so intimate.”

She’d managed to ping on exactly what he was thinking as he sniffed at the beachy, coconut scent of her hair. And felt a surge of…not ownership, but pride in knowing he was the only one who got close enough to know that small part of her.

“Let’s get even more intimate.” The spaghetti straps slipped down her arms with a shrug, and he helped the dress the rest of the way to the floor. He’d been wildly aware all through dinner that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Still, the sight of her in just a scrap of peach silk between her legs was a punch to the gut that literally took Jake’s breath away. “You’re beautiful, Cassidy.”

“You make me feel beautiful.”

As much as Jake planned to take his time, he couldn’t shuck his linen pants fast enough. Naked, he lifted her into his arms. And wasn’t that something he’d remember for the rest of his life? Her long legs, draped across his forearm. Her hard nipple poking at his chest. The curve of her ribs against his palm. The reflection in the mirrored closet doors of Cassidy, curled against him, so trusting, so open, with such a look of adoration on her face that it almost broke his self-control. That he almost admitted how much he cared. 

But that honesty would only hurt her more in the long run, when he left. So, he just stared at the mirror for another second, burning the sight into his brain. Then he carefully deposited her in the middle of the big bed.

Jake kept hold of her hand. He started by pressing a kiss into her palm. A kiss that hopefully shared all the tenderness he felt. Then he kissed, licked, nibbled his way up the inside of her arm. 

By the time he hit the crook of her elbow, Cassidy’s legs were shifting restlessly. When he lingered to bite at the curve of her breast out from her shoulder, her head was tossing back and forth. And as his palm circled over her engorged nipple, a cry broke from her throat.

“Jake, please. Not so slowly. I need more.”

“That’s the idea. To make you need.” To make you need me, he thought. 

She turned on her side, leg twining over his. Her hand stroked up and down his back, and then down to squeeze his ass. “You, too. Let me get you worked up.”

“Honey, look at me.” He pulled back to indicate his already hard and pulsing cock. “I could go off in you right now. But I want to wait. I want to worship your body tonight. Let me.”

Cassidy’s gorgeous, melted-chocolate eyes softened. “I can honestly say that’s an offer I’ve never gotten before.” 

To stop her from talking, from asking any questions he couldn’t answer, Jake covered her mouth with his own. It was a different kiss than any they’d shared. 

Gentler. Slower.  

Meaningful. Jake poured his whole heart into that kiss. And it sure felt like Cassidy responded with equal care, tenderness, knowing of what he was trying to tell her with his body. 

When he broke off, they were both panting. He couldn’t look at her eyes. He couldn’t risk it. Jake slid down her body, kissing from freckle to freckle, breast to breast, licking along each rib until his tongue fluttered into her belly button.  

At that point, her hips rolled rhythmically up towards him, matching the slow beat of the brush against the cymbals. It reminded him they were musicians. It reminded him how well-matched they were. That Cassidy “got” exactly why he was moving at the same beat of the music.

That she “got” him.

Jake lunged for the condom he’d left on the nightstand. Cassidy beat him to it. 

“This is a fun part for me,” she said with a wicked grin. Her slender fingers teased and tortured him with whisper-soft strokes around his painfully tight balls. There was more stroking up and down his shaft that had him jerking in her grasp before she finally got around to rolling the condom all the way to the base.

Payback was a bitch, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

They shared another kiss then. Another wide-mouthed, deep-tongued unspoken promise of something that almost shifted the blood out of his dick and back up to his heart. Then Jake pressed her back into the pillows. He pushed into her slowly, inch by quarter inch, savoring everything about the moment. Memorizing everything about the moment.

The way her throaty groan was preceded by a series of short, fast pants. The way the gathering twilight darkened her eyes. How her skin, everywhere they touched, was softer than the silk he’d peeled off her earlier. 

And then he was in all the way. That thread of control he’d held onto so ruthlessly snapped. Jake pumped in and out, hard, fast. He shifted his grip from her hips to around to her ass, lifting her even closer to him. Her nails dug into his back as they both furiously arched and writhed against each other. Jake lifted his head to kiss her once more, right as Cassidy’s silken walls tightened and pulsed. As the climax poured out of him, he kissed her with a desperation he couldn’t even name.

Shaken to his core, he wordlessly gathered her and rolled to his side. Their racing heartbeats pulsed together. Jake caressed her back, wondering what she was thinking, if she’d felt it too.

Wondering how on earth he could ever let her go…

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

As nice—well, fantastic, earth-shatteringly amazing—as their night at the Sagamore had been, Cassidy was eager to get back on the Riptide bus. 

There’d been a shift last night between she and Jake. A shift from a fun, frantic fling to something much, much deeper. An acknowledgement of the connection they’d felt from the start but had tried to ignore. 

Three or four times she’d almost let slip that she was falling in love with him.

And there’d been just as many times where she’d thought Jake might give in and say he felt the same way.

Cassidy had no idea what she was supposed to do with these feelings. Fight for him? Was she supposed to care enough to support him even if he threw his career away and buried himself doing something he hated? Stick to their original agreement and just walk away once this mini-tour ended? 

Or was she supposed to forget that being with Jake felt righter than anything else in her life except for standing on stage with a microphone in her hand?

It was confusing. 

Hard, too, because with their relationship still a secret, Cassidy couldn’t exactly reach out to anyone for advice. The only person she could talk to was Jake. But she didn’t think she could bear to lay all of this out for him and then hear him turn her away. 

As soon as the hydraulic door whooshed open, Cassidy bounded up the stairs into the bus. Maybe she’d convince Sarah to go try a famous Baltimore crab cake for lunch. Or see if any of the guys wanted to look over the lyrics to a new song she’d been toying with and get their feedback.

What she didn’t expect was to see Sarah, in tears, with Cam and Jones menacingly looming over her.

“What’s going on?”

An actual snarl curling his lip to one side, Jones said, “We’re trying to educate this money-grubbing little bitch on the concept of trust and confidentiality. Guess those are words they left out of vocab at Bible school.”

Jones was an unapologetic flirt. A guy who pushed to the edge of the line in almost every joke. But he also had portrayed nothing but a deep-seated respect for all women. So, his name-calling made Cassidy realize that something had gone very, very wrong.

Slowly, she asked, “Sarah, what happened?”

“Oh, no. We’re going to start with actual facts, not however she might twist them.” Cam fisted his hands at his hips. “Sarah here sold photos to the Daily Star. Gave an interview, too. ‘What it’s like to travel with rock stars. Photos of all of us. Photos we didn’t know she took, and damn well didn’t give permission to be sold.”

Cassidy could barely swallow past the lump in her throat. 

It was one thing to have Sarah screw up with her. Involving Riptide? Potentially damaging their reputation, let alone making money off of their private lives? All of that crossed one hell of a line. Swiftly, she walked down the strip of black carpet to crouch next to Sarah’s chair. “Is this true?”

Jones grabbed his iPad from the table. He thrust it at Cassidy. Then, right before she took it, he changed course and handed it to Jake, who’d come up behind her. “Maybe you should look first. See how you feel about what she decided to expose to the world about us. About you.”

Jake used one finger to scroll through the story. Then he closed his eyes and wordlessly handed it to Cassidy.

Oh, boy. She didn’t need Sarah to answer the question, after all. The proof was right there on the screen. Shots of Cam asleep in his bunk. Jones using his drumsticks on a water fountain back stage at their Philly show. 

But worst of all? A picture, clearly taken through a barely opened door, of Cassidy and Jake in a heated, disheveled embrace. 

Sarah had outed them. Not just to the world. To Jake’s friends, who they’d been lying to—by omission, but lying and hiding nonetheless.

This was all her fault. Cassidy had been willing to take a chance on Sarah. She never, though, should’ve asked Riptide to take that chance along with her. 

The lump in her throat moved down to settle into a gigantic knot in her belly. But before she could lay into Sarah, Cam snatched the iPad from her hands. “Care to explain, Jake?”

“Wait. Don’t blame him. Sarah is my responsibility.”

Sarah’s tear-streaked face turned to her. “I’m not a responsibility. I’m your sister. You need to stick up for me.”

“Are you kidding me with that? When I just gave you the chance at an entirely new life, and you repaid me by betraying my trust? That’s not how a sister acts. You took advantage of our blood tie. How dare you?” Cassidy was shaking, and yelling, by the time she finished. 

Then it hit her that a little bit of her righteous rage was misplaced. It grew out of how mad she was that Jake’s father had taken advantage of his son. How Peter McQuinn just assumed Jake would do all the hard work while Peter just did what he wanted.

Just like Sarah. 

“Turns out a godless rocker has more ethics than a god-fearing Christian.” Jones muttered. Tossed his sticks onto the couch and stalked to the kitchen to grab a water. 

Sarah carefully swiped under each eye with the tip of her middle finger. That calculated swipe told Cassidy pretty much everything she needed to know about the situation. It told her that Sarah was more concerned about not messing up her eye makeup than not messing up her relationship with her sister. 

Planting her hands on the recliner’s cushy arms gave Sarah an air of sitting in a throne, rather than sitting in shame. Her tone indicated she was damned sure she held the high ground. “You guys are profiled all the time. Why shouldn’t I make money off of it, too? I don’t have any.”

“You don’t have anything besides what I’ve given you,” Cassidy corrected. 

She’d given Sarah her credit card and carte blanche to spend an afternoon at the mall getting more clothes. She’d bought her ticket to get her out of Dubai. She’d agreed to pay her a weekly wage and gave her a thousand dollars of walking around money so that she’d have a sense of independence.

Jones paced past her, and then back again. His legs jittered, and he kept shaking out his hands as though they’d gone numb. “We decide what gets released to the public. Our lives are our own to share. That decision isn’t yours.”

“I’m so sorry this happened.” Cassidy squeezed Jones’s biceps in apology while she aimed her words at Cam.

He waved her off. “I’m not even there yet. I’m waiting on Jake to explain how the hell he’s sleeping with you.”

Jake did a slow roll of his head, taking in each burning set of eyes aimed his way. Cam and Jones burned with anger, Sarah’s with righteous indignation, and Cassidy’s with betrayal and embarrassment. It was quite the rock and roll good time…not. 

Jerking his thumb toward the door, he suggested, “Cam, can we discuss this privately? Not involve everyone?”

“Little late for that.” Cam threw out his arm to encompass the whole bus. “We’re all involved, Jake. You know why? Because of what you said, over and over and over, stacked up against what you just did.”

“Look, I know I fucked—” Jake didn’t get past the warm-up to his apology. Cam just sort of vibrated with fury and it cut him off.

“We’re all involved because of the fucking year you spent reminding me that the epic Triangulation disaster was my fault. That it was my bad decision to sleep with that skirt from the label and listen to her twisted, crappy agenda of advice.”

Regret poured off Jake like the fog off the harbor this morning. “I should’ve dropped it a long time ago. We should’ve just fought it out and cleared the air.”

“But we didn’t. You found passive aggressive ways to hassle me about how mixing a sex into the band was dumb and almost ruined us. Then, when Kylie came into the picture, you threw it all in my face again. Even though I told you I loved her. Do you remember what you said? That day you punched me outside First Avenue when you found out we were sleeping together?”

It hurt Cassidy to watch these brothers by choice going at each other. Maybe they did need to yell it all out to move past it. But this was worse than watching Jake fight with his father.

Cam’s fury seemed to strike far deeper at Jake, given the sheet-white cast under his day-old stubble.

Helpfully, Jones raised his hand with the answer. “He said the music isn’t going to be what ends Riptide—your bad decisions will do that.”

Cam nodded. “How come when it’s you letting your dick make the decisions, it’s a different story?”

Cassidy’s hand flew to her mouth. Talk about harsh. Even though she knew it wasn’t personal, knew that Cam was venting at Jake and not her, it stung. 

“It is different,” Jake insisted.

“Really? What happens if you and Cassidy fight? What if she pulls the offer to share Madison Square Garden? Or what if you really piss her off a month down the road, and she tells EmKat you were a jerk to her and our offer gets yanked?”

“I would never do that,” Cassidy protested.

Simultaneously, Jake said, “Our what? We got an offer?”

“Cassidy, you don’t want to get in the middle of this right now. You’re not blameless, but you’re also not to blame. Sarah’s choices were her own. So, you and me, we can move past that.”

“We got an offer?” Jake repeated, with Jones simultaneously echoing him. They both had wide eyes of shock, but not excitement. Like they were wary. Wondering if it was really true.

Cam tented his hands over his nose and mouth, closing his eyes. Then he scrubbed his palms up, over his forehead to hold his head as if it was splitting open. “Yeah. Tony and Kylie are up in the suite right now, getting all the details. He texted me in the elevator on the way down here. I wanted to tell you guys, but then Jones discovered the story about us that Sarah sold and the whole shit show started.”

After a slow spin on his heel, Jones thwacked the table with his palm. “They want to make our album?” This time the tone shifted to about fifty/fifty, disbelief and unadulterated joy.

“They want us. Riptide. Two albums, thirty stop international tour, forty stop U.S. tour.  All the bells and whistles.” He dropped his arms and laser-stared at Jake. “It’s contingent on Riptide being me, you, and Jones. Otherwise, no deal. They heard about your disappearing act. No substitutions allowed. All of us or none of us.” 

Cassidy pivoted to look at Jake. A muscle popped on the side of his neck, and a vein throbbed at his temple. The joy definitely hadn’t hit him yet.

And she knew why. 

The board meeting was in less than ten days. There, his future would be decided. Jake was too responsible, too selfless, to decide what would be best for him. He seemed to be operating on doing what would be best for the greater good. Worrying about the thousands of people who worked for MCQ. 

Now he had a new equation in the mix. His best friends would have nothing without him. Literally. 

How was he supposed to choose? And live with the inevitable guilt for the hurt he caused?

Well, she’d chosen already. Sticking up for Jake, choosing his side no matter, what was a no-brainer. “Cam, you can’t pressure him like that. It isn’t fair.”

“Like what? I’m just laying out what I know. Not sugar-coating the truth. Not hiding it, either. Unlike some people on this bus.” Just that quickly, he dismissed Cassidy’s attempt at intervention and pivoted back to Jake. “Why’d you sneak around? Why take the risk, at a time when our entire career hinges on what we do, how we do it, and who we do it with?”

Okay, he got a second one for free due to the extenuating circumstances. But if there was a third jab from Cam, Cassidy would take it personally. And very possibly smack him right across that chiseled jaw.

The silver lining was that the poke at Cassidy seemed to have uncovered Jake’s chivalrous instincts. Like a swoon-inducing knight of old defending his maiden, Jake squared his shoulders and braced his legs wide apart in a fighting stance. His slitted eyes burned with a dark blue fire.

“Watch yourself, Cam.” He gave the threat a few seconds to sink in, and then continued. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to fight about it. This thing with me and Cassidy, it isn’t like what happened with Triangulation. She’d never manipulate me.”

Cam stalked half the length of the bus before turning back, hands jammed in his pockets. “For fuck’s sake, I was thirty years old when the shit hit the fan with Suzy. You think I intended to be manipulated? You think I planned to make a decision so bad it almost tanked us for good?”

“We agreed, when I came back, that my responsibility to Riptide would be over as soon as our last concert ended. So, there wasn’t any point in getting into a big group discussion about it.”

“The hell we agreed on that,” Jones shot back. “We agreed to give you some space to pull your head out of your ass. We agreed not to push you. Because we assumed, you’d realize that your whole family and that fucking company is using you.”

Cassidy curled her toes in her platform sandals to keep from jumping up and down. And clasped her hands tightly to keep from applauding. When she’d sought out Riptide, it was to help herself. Now, though, she wanted just as much to help Jake realize that his true path lay in the kick-ass music that he made with his friends. It was nice to have Jones help her along and play the heavy.

“I wish it was that simple. But you don’t get to decide for me.”

“Neither do they.” Whoops. Cassidy hadn’t meant for that to be out loud. No matter how true. 

Even though she regretted letting it slip when all the guys cracked their necks whipping to look at her. Jones smirked, clearly amused that she wouldn’t back away from the fray. Cam still radiated anger. 

But Jake…he was still in fight mode. And she wasn’t entirely certain it was all directed at his bandmates. Not after her comment. 

She backed away to gingerly perch on the very edge of the couch. Cassidy knew she should probably leave them alone to hash it out. But she couldn’t leave Jake alone. Maybe—hopefully—her presence helped him at this very rough moment.

Cassidy didn’t ever want Jake to think that she’d cut and run just when things got tough. Got real. Got ugly.

Cam looked at Jones, as though giving him the space to take a turn. Instead, Jones backed off and sat next to Cassidy. Sighing, Cam pointed his finger at Jake. “You don't get to stand on your high horse with me for fucking months and then pull the same shit yourself. Mine was an honest mistake. An idiotic, thoughtless fuck-up. Yours, however? You deliberately set out to keep this from us. Deliberately waded into deep-ass waters that you talked yourself blue in the face lecturing me on how dangerous they were.”

“I’m sorry, okay? It was supposed to just be for these few weeks. There wasn’t a point in telling you if Riptide wouldn’t last past this concert.”

“Well, now that’s up to you, isn’t it? Our band, our future, all hanging on your decision.  Let us know when you make up your damn mind.” Cam stalked out of the bus. 

Jones picked up his sticks, jammed them down the back of his jeans and said, “You made one hell of a bad decision. You know it was wrong. You know how to fix it? Figure out what’s on the other side of wrong.” He exited just as fast.

That left Cassidy alone with Jake. Just not in the way she’d hoped. Before she could hug him, or say something comforting, he jerked his head toward the back of the bus. “You’d better go talk to your sister.”

“Oh, I thought I’d let her cool off a bit. Me too, for that matter. While I figure out what to do next.”

His laugh was harsh. “That’s the question of the day, isn’t it?”

“Jake, I’m sorry—”

“Stop. This was my fault. My problem.”

Sick to her stomach, Cassidy said, “No, I’m to blame, too. I had no idea about any of this. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have worked so hard to seduce you against your will.”

“I turn down women every day. Sometimes fifty a night. If I’d wanted to resist you, I would have. Just like if I’d really wanted to put Riptide first, and not my dick, as Cam so eloquently said, I would have.”

Ouch. How come what was primarily a compliment sounded so…off? 

Cassidy approached him, but Jake backed away. So fast it would be laughable if his action didn’t put a lump in her throat. “Do you want to talk about this?”

“Hell, no. There’s been enough talking this morning.” His hand curled around the silver pole by the steps. “You have to make a decision about your family. And I have to decide about mine.”

It was the perfect opening to leave him with a piercingly poignant thought to mull. “Which one?”

“That’s not fucking helpful,” he growled.

“Isn’t it?” 

Without even a backwards glance, Jake thudded off the bus.

Which left Cassidy with a troubled sister she no longer respected, a group she’d always respected that might break up because she’d followed…okay, pursued her heart, and a boyfriend that was even closer to the brink of breaking up with her…except now he’d be pissy about it, and definitely not open to discussing a continuation of their tryst.

Oh, and no crying allowed because it’d mess up her throat for tonight’s show.


To hell with the leather jumpsuit she’d be wearing in twelve hours. Cassidy also banged down the steps and headed for the cluster of shops and restaurants that fronted the harbor. She needed a donut, and she’d twist her ankle on every cobblestone in this town to find one.

 

 




 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Jake occasionally did stupid things, but he wasn’t actually stupid. He knew where he had to start. 

Well…first, he ran from one side of the Baltimore harbor, up the enormous hill they probably used to spot the British back in the day—or fire on them—and then back over to Fells Point. The plan was to run off his frustration.

Since that hadn’t been the plan when he put on his rock star black, studded Converse this morning, he’d probably run on a couple of blisters. Kind of par for the course the way his day was going.

Then he stopped at a restaurant and had a cinnamon roll bigger than his head. Everyone in Riptide had his cell. If they needed to find him, they would. But Jake damn well wanted to soothe over all the dings he’d gotten this morning with sugar, butter, and about a gallon of coffee. The Blue Moon evidently shut down after lunch. It took a half dozen pointed glares from the staff—and putting chairs upside down on the tables—before he took the hint and cleared out.

But he had cleared his head.

Jake couldn’t give in to the temptation to go straight back to Cassidy. Because Cam had been right that it wasn’t about her. Everything that had gone down had its seeds in Triangulation. That bad decision on Cam’s part led to the rest.

Plus? He did everything with Cam. They’d been best friends for more than a decade. Each mistake they’d made had been solo—a result of not checking in with the other. Of not taking the time and care to think about the group as a whole.

That stopped today.

Setup was probably done by now. No rehearsal, because they were doing back-to-back shows tonight. The 8X10 Club was their smallest venue since the start of this tour. They’d wanted to finish in as intimate a space as possible, to get this final read on the audience, on how they liked Riptide’s new sound.

Feeling like he didn’t deserve to be cut any breaks today, Jake hoofed it back around the harbor again, texting Cam along the way. They met at the Pub Dog, a bar just a few doors down from the club. 

A bar that double fisted their Hoppy Dog beer orders without asking.

Jake took that as a good omen. God knew he needed one. Something to cling to besides Cassidy. Despite what they’d agreed to when they hooked up, these last few days he’d been wondering if there was a way they could stay together.


After her witnessing that epic scene on the bus? He was positive the answer was helltotheno. 

They both took a long swallow. Jake dove right in. “I apologized for ghosting on Riptide, as a group.”

Cam eyed him over the frosted rim of the thick glass mug. “You did.”

“That was lame.”

The corner of Cam’s mouth lifted about a millimeter. “It was.”

“The thing is, I owe you a way bigger apology.” Jake set down his beer. Then he rested his forearms on the scarred wooden table and leaned forward. “I’ve been a total prick ever since you told us we had to try Suzy’s idea of a new sound. I finally figured out why.”

“Uh, because it tanked our career and got us dropped by our label? Because our fans hated it? Because I was a goddamned idiot?”

Nice of Cam to throw him a bone. 

In a wry tone, Jake said, “Obviously all of the above. None of which explains why I continued to be a passive aggressive dick for so long. Talking about Kylie and Cassidy being in the mix was like a lightning bolt to my brain. Pretty sure I resented the fact that you took Suzy’s suggestions over mine. Because we’ve always made this music together.”

“Shit.” Cam scrubbed his hand across his eyes. “Aww, shit, man. I never even thought of that. Looks like I owe you one right back.”

“Aren’t we a pair?”

They sipped their beers. A friendly golden lab came over, sniffed at their ankles and accepted pets. It was a welcome break.

From the corner of his eye, Jake saw a gaggle of waitstaff gathering at the bar and whispering. He’d hoped sitting upstairs in the middle of the afternoon would give them some privacy. In case, you know, Cam ended up decking him for holding onto this stupid bitterness. 

“Let’s agree to close the door on the past. We both could’ve done better. The question is, what does the future look like.”

“Fuck, Cam, I just don’t know. Too many people are depending on me. Pulling me in opposite directions. There’s no way to be make everyone happy.”

“What would make you happy?”

“If I choose that way, I’m a selfish jerk.” No better than his dad, freaking skipping out of the useless rehab and running around a city where anyone could spot him and tell the world. And then maybe leading to the FDA not approving their drug, ultimately affecting millions.

No better than Sarah, deciding a quick payday was more important than Cassidy’s privacy. Sure, that only affected the four of them, but it was just as shitty.

“I’m not going to make you sign a pact in blood. We’re just talking. What-ifs, like we used to do in college before the band took off. What’s the first thing that comes to your mind when you picture yourself six months down the road?”

“Music comes first.” The answer popped out of his mouth before his brain even caught up. Because that was how it’d been his whole life. Making music, writing it…that was who Jake was.

“Yup. The music is what matters. It’s what drives you and me.”

Which was what had kept Jake’s stomach churned into a knot for the past few months. The thought of giving up—being forced to give up—what mattered most to him. 

But again, that was selfish. How could he live with himself if he chose this job that felt like sheer joy every day, playing with his best friends, over helping an entire corporation sustain itself and beyond that, the millions who counted on their products?

“Music can’t help MCQ save lives, make sick people healthy. My sitting in that chair every day allows the entire company to keep running, keep churning out medicine that people count on.”

Cam shot up one dark eyebrow. And squinted both eyes in textbook skepticism. “Someone with the McQuinn name sitting in that CEO chair? That won’t make a bit of difference in the long run. You know how I know? Because nobody asked your sister to move into that seat.”

“Kimberly’s research is more important than running a company.” Yeah, that was the official line. But Jake honestly didn’t mind. He believed it, too. Five years older than him, she’d already come up with a new drug to fight RA and tweaked an existing cancer drug so that the side effects practically vanished. 

He did mind that the CFO and the four separate VPs that ran each division couldn’t come up with a better plan. A plan to find an actual CEO who knew business, knew medicine, and knew how to run a gigantic corporation so that MCQ Pharma could continue to not just do business as usual, but grow and flourish.

Jake knew for sure he wouldn’t be any help with that.

Cam absently reached down to the dog that seemed to have decided they were its best bet for head scratches. “Well, your music touching people, changing their lives, helping them get through their lives is more important than running a company.”

“I’m not running it. They don’t let me make any decisions. They don’t even let me make my own coffee.” He was used to popping pods into Keurigs. One incident with using too many grounds in the industrial sized coffee maker that served the entire executive floor had gotten him banned from the break room.

Way to inspire respect among the staff, McQuinn. Not only could he not make life saving pharmaceutical drugs, he couldn’t freaking make the life-saving non-drug beverage they all depended on. 

“Jake, there are lots of different ways to help people. Fake-running that company is not the only way to make a difference. What about the people who use your music for inspiration? The ones who use it to get through the pain of a breakup? Soldiers who use it to get pumped up before they go into battle? Baseball players who use it to get focused before game? People who use it to distract them to get through chemo?”

It was like Cam threw him a lifeline with those words. Jake sipped at his beer, looking out the window at the leaves with the first tinges of yellow along their edges. What if that was enough? Enough to take away the guilt that clawed at him when he thought about not doing what the Board, the lawyers, and his mother all wanted?

“Riptide can make a difference,” he murmured.

“As EmKat has contractually pointed out, Riptide’s gotta have you in it to do so. You're the only one who can make the music with us that makes that kind of a difference.”

They’d gotten a ton of fan emails over the years, messages on social media. From all the people that Cam had described. Daily notes saying how important Riptide’s songs were. Everything from big stuff like weddings, to a kid playing it in celebration his first time solo in a car to yeah, an entire platoon in Bahrain that blared their third album every time their tanks rolled out.

“You know what, Watson? You’re pretty smart.”

“I’m on a roll. Save the compliments till after the big finish. Because you know what's more important than all of that? Go back to my first question. Plain and simple, what makes you happy? What'll make you want to get up every morning and get through your day? Life’s short. Remember the last song from our second album?”

Yeah, he knew where this was going. “Jones’s song? Live It Up?”

Cam shook his head. “Who knew the first lyrics he wrote would be our best-selling single on that album? Freaking beginner’s luck.”

That had chafed at both of their egos for a good long time. Happy for Jones, of course. But a little bent out of shape until the next Watson/McQuinn song topped the charts six weeks later. Jake lifted his mug in a silent toast. “I think your new song, Fight for Tomorrow, will outsell it.”

“Only if we get this album produced.” Cam let the silence—and the unspoken question—hang there, weighing down on Jake for a few beats. 

Unable to answer yet, Jake quoted the start of Jones’s chorus. “Just try. Take the leap. Don’t live with regret.” 

“Powerful lyrics.”

Funny—when he thought about taking a leap, it was with Cassidy. If he quit Riptide for MCQ, he’d regret it every day for the rest of his life. No doubt in his mind. 

Jake had an equally strong feeling, however, that if he didn’t tell Cassidy how much he cared, he’d regret it every day for the rest of his life, too. 

At least the MCQ thing would be for a reason. Not telling Cassidy he was crazy about her? That was nothing more than fear. Fear of not knowing how to fit her into his unknown future. Fear of not knowing if she felt the same way.

What kind of dickless wonder didn’t at least try to be happy? No matter what?

Jake hummed the next line. “Powerful enough to get through my thick skull. Looks like I owe him a couple of beers, too.”

Cam’s eyes lit up. “Does that mean—”

“It means I just got a reminder of how what a difference a well-crafted song can make in a person’s life.” Jake pushed his second mug toward Cam. “Enjoy this for me. I need to work some things out before our show tonight.”

“Hey, Jake? Apology accepted.”

“Whew.” He made a show of wiping imaginary sweat from his forehead. “And if you need something to do while you’re hanging here? Maybe brainstorm a list of titles for this hypothetical album EmKat wants to put out.”

As Jake headed down the stairs, he heard his friend whoop so loud it made the dog bark.

Hopefully, all the other wheels he set in motion today would get the same reaction.

 

 

 

 

The loud excited buzz of the standing-room-only crowd filtered backstage to the green room. Well, in a club this, ah, intimate, it was just a couple of brown couches so small there wasn’t room for everyone to sit down. Kylie was in the basement selling merch. Cassidy and her makeup artist had just emerged from prepping in a supply closet. Tony was on the phone out in the alley—as he’d apparently been since the first hint of a deal came up—working all the angles to squeeze every last dollar possible out of EmKat.

It was as private as they were going to get, and Jake intended to seize the moment. After he took the necessary moment to unknot his tongue after getting a load of Cassidy. She’d toned down her usual glitzy glamor for this space. Didn’t mean the sex appeal had toned down one bit. She’d poured herself into a black latex halter dress that swirled around her like a dark lake clinging to every single curve.

“Where’s Sarah?” Jones asked. To his credit, he didn’t sound belligerent or threatening. But Jake knew damn well none of them wanted her in here.

Cassidy lifted her chin, clearly bracing for a fight. “She’s at the airport. I put her on the redeye to Los Angeles. My manager will pick her up in the morning.”

“L.A.? That’s not where your family is.”

“Nope. I gave her two choices. Go back home or go to my home. Well, not my home. Sarah hasn’t earned the right to live in that lap of luxury. I’m fronting her first month’s rent and I found her a job. If she keeps working, I’ll pay for her to start the spring semester of college. As long as she behaves.”

Jake liked the sound of that. Sensible. Gave Sarah a chance to prove herself. “How’d you find her a job and an apartment in four hours?”

“I own a few residential buildings. Real estate is a fantastic investment. The apartment isn’t fancy, but it’s more privacy than she would’ve had with my family.”

Superstar pop goddess and a real estate maven? Cassidy kept surprising him. And Jake loved every single new layer he uncovered about her. “That’s impressive, babe. And the job?”

“My manager’s mom runs a restaurant in Beverly Hills. One of those places where all the waitstaff thinks every table is a chance to audition.” Cassidy rolled her gorgeous eyes that looked ten times bigger than normal with thick, cat-eye liner winging up from the corners. “Sarah can be a hostess. They film a reality TV show there, so if she’s interesting enough, the camera will be turned around on her.”

 Cam snickered. “Nice touch.”

It was one hell of a smart move. There’d be opportunities to party with the staff, but every shift would be long, hard work. “How’d she take it?”

“As you’d expect. Screaming and a whole slew of weak attempts at cussing mixed with more tears. Because she thought I was punishing her. But then I told her the rest of my conditions. When I’m in town, we’ll have dinner every week. When I’m not, we’ll have a Facetime date. It’s important that we learn how to be real sisters to each other. When I said that, she burst into a whole different kind of tears and hugged me.” Cassidy’s eyes glittered a little more with a hint of tears that matched the hint of a smile tugging up her burgundy glossed lips.

Jones thumped his forehead with the heel of his hand. “She just wanted your attention.”

“That was probably a big part of it. I think selfishness was mixed in there, too, but she’s still young and figuring things out. Her first seven-hour shift in stilettos should teach her the value of working for every dollar pretty quickly. Or agonizingly slowly, depending on how many blisters she gets.”

“That was a good but tough call.”

“I almost didn’t get through it,” she admitted. “I was so angry at her. Family sort of has to forgive each other, but when Sarah involved you guys? That was so over the line I wasn’t sure she deserved a second chance.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Realizing it was partly my fault. I didn’t give her a full first chance because I was a little distracted by this totally amazing man…” As her voice trailed off, Cassidy sat on the couch next to Jake. The meaningful look she shot him practically incinerated his lucky black tank with the armholes ripped wide to give him more room to bang away at the keyboard.

How had he thought for even a second that he’d be able to walk away from her after a few weeks? Jake hoped like hell he could convince her to come along on this crazy roller coaster his life was about to turn into.

He cleared his throat. “I guess that’s my cue.”

Jones tapped out a quick riff with his sticks on Jake’s thigh. “Back off, McQuinn. She didn’t name names. And I’m clearly the hottest guy in the room.”

“Yeah? When People magazine puts you in their Sexiest Man edition, then we can talk.” Cam smirked, because that cocky fucker had been featured twice. Talk about pouring salt on an open wound.

Cassidy’s cheeks pinked up adorably. “You’re all studs, I promise. But…” she reached over to take Jake’s hand, “my heart belongs to this guy.”

She beat him to the punch. Of course, she’d sort of been doing that ever since she accosted him in the garage in Jersey. 

Thank God.

Jake squeezed right back, not caring at all that Cam and Jones were watching. “Let’s get more specific about that. Because I’m crazy about you, Cass. I want to change the rules. No more hooking up. No end date. Me and you, working on the most romantic duet ever.”

“No more keeping it a secret?”

“No. Hell, no. You deserve more respect than that, and I’m sorry as hell if I made you feel otherwise.”

Those long lashes fluttered down onto her cheeks. “Are you sure?”

Shit. Had he waited too long to stake his claim? “Are you not?”

That snapped her head up. “Oh, I’m sure I want you, Jake. I just don’t want you to have any regrets.”

Ironic that she’d use the same words he and Cam and kicked around earlier. “I don’t have any. I don’t regret sitting on my ass in MCQ for months because I needed to at least make that effort for my own conscience. Once. I owed my family that much. I don’t regret blowing off what seemed like common sense and secretly hooking up with you. And I sure as hell don’t regret,” here Jake grabbed her other hand and brought them both to his lips for a soft kiss, “asking you to stick with me. I’ve fallen for you so damn hard I practically see stars when I think about you.”

Cassidy’s eyes flared wide, and she drew in a short gasp. “Ohhh, that’d be a great song. Starstruck.”

Laughter rolled out of Jake, slow and easy. Because he didn’t care that she got song inspiration as he bared his heart to her. That’s who they were. Rock stars, through and through. “How about you write one, and Cam and I will do our own version?”

The leather sofa squeaked as Cam leaned forward, pushing to the edge. “Simultaneous release? Surprise drop on iTunes with no warning?”

“It’ll explode the Internet.” Jones’s eyes gleamed. “It’ll fucking rock.”

 Cassidy threw her arms around Jake’s neck. “If we weren’t about to go on stage, I’d kiss you until all this lipstick came off. But for now, it’s a yes. A yes to staying with you, and,” she turned her head to face Cam and Jones, “a yes to this incredible scheme we just concocted.”


“If Tony was down here, he’d make you say that again into his phone for a verbal contract.” Jones tapped his cheek. “I’ll settle for a big lipstick mark right here.”

“Get your own woman,” Jake growled. He knew Jones would never move in on Cassidy. But he still needed to issue the warning. Cam had been the same way with Kylie. 

“Why the hell would I ever settle for one?”

“You’d be surprised at how great it is,” Cam murmured. Then he stiffened, and sort of jittered to his feet. “There’s a hitch in this plan. It only works if Riptide—all of Riptide—is still a group after next week. Got something to tell us, Jake?”

“Nothing you don’t already know. Because you and Jones, you knew all along that my place was with Riptide. Thanks for giving me the time to figure that out for myself.”

Jones leapt up, too, pulling Jake vertical to give him a hug that was three fast thumps on his back. “It’s about fucking time.”

Over Jones’s shoulder, Cam just held Jake’s gaze, as if waiting for the other shoe to drop. “What about MCQ? And your dad?”

“Dad helmed that company for more than twenty years. When it came time to choose? To follow the recommendations of the board, the lawyers, and his wife in order for FDA approval to go through and the company to stabilize? He chose himself.” Jake shook his head. “I don’t like the way he did it, but the man should get to choose his own life.”

Softly, Cassidy said, “He chose what makes him happy.”

“Yeah. Maybe when MCQ started it needed a McQuinn steering the ship, but it’s so big now that a strong leader is a hundred times more important than a last name. I think everyone else is just scared to buck tradition.”

“Does this mean you’re not going back?”

“I am. For the board meeting. Because I gave my word. But I talked to the lawyers this afternoon, and they’ve already gotten the vice president of marketing to step in as acting CEO.” He stepped around Jones to go face to face with Cam. “My best friend reminded me that our music matters. My girlfriend reminded me that being happy matters. So, I don’t care how wrong the board thinks I am to turn my back on the company. You know what’s on the other side of wrong? What’s right for me. And all of that’s here in this room.”

Cassidy squeezed his waist tightly. Jones kept a hand on his shoulder. Jake could swear those grips were the only thing keeping him tethered to the floor, he was so damned happy. 

“Good.” Cam’s smile was so wide it practically crawled off his face. “Because I came up with a title for the new album. Kind of our theme for the past few months.”

“Two girls a night makes life right?” Jones screwed up his face. “Oh, that’s just my personal theme.”

The stage hand opened the door, and the announcer’s voice blared into the room. “Baltimore, I hope you’re ready for one hell of a show tonight. Because we’ve got an unbelievable match up about to hit this stage. Cassidy and Riptide!”

They all grabbed microphones and filed down the long hallway, carried by the applause and screams of excitement. 

“Well?” Jake asked, holding Cassidy’s hand tight. He intended to walk out like that. Showing everyone—and most of all, her—that they were together. “What’s the name of our album going to be?”

“Bad Decisions.” And then Cam shot one arm in the air and took the stage. Jake couldn’t see anything but the spotlights, his best friends, and Cassidy.

It was a perfect night.

He’d make damn sure it was only the first of many.
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After laughing again, Mollie asked, “Do you like it here?”

Shit. Talk about a loaded question. 

No. 

Rafe hated it here, because it wasn’t Chicago. Because he heard freaking crickets at night instead of traffic and people hustling. Because there wasn’t any deep-dish pizza. Because of no jazz clubs like the Green Mill. Because it wasn’t home.

But…yes. 

Because this new place would keep his brothers alive. It was their shot. Their best shot. Their only shot. And if he didn’t somehow find a reason to like it here, Rafe was screwed.

None of which he could say to Mollie. So he kept it simple. Shifted one knee to the ground so he could twist to look up at her and said, “I’m a big fan of the roadside attractions.”

She pursed her lips, slicked the same orange as her top and shoes. “Before, you were hitting on me. Now, you’re flirting with me. What’s with the change in tactics?”

“Figure I’ll just throw everything at the wall until something sticks.” He stood. Crowded right up into her space. Used his thumb to tuck a long strand of hair behind her ear. Watched her chest rise and fall twice in rapid succession before continuing. “You let me know when that happens, Doc.”

“I will,” she said. Pretty much breathlessly.

This had all the markings of a slam dunk. “You’re good.”

“How do you know? You haven’t even kissed me yet.”

That was it. He could hear the swish of the ball going through the net. “Your car.” Rafe edged to the right to kick the replaced tire. “The tire’s changed out. You’re good to hit the road.”

“Oh.” Her eyelids fluttered down.

“But now that it’s on the table, I want to know.”

“What?” And back up those long, dark lashes came. She had him locked in her sights like a laser.

Rafe moved to cage her against the car with his arms. They weren’t touching anywhere, but he hadn’t left room between for daylight to pass. “How good you are. Better yet, how bad you are.”

Then he waited. Didn’t move a muscle. Because it needed to be Mollie’s choice. Mostly because they were on the side of a semi-deserted highway. The sun—or Oregon’s pale version of it—was streaming down from overhead, and they were still on the blacktop. Rafe knew, though, that it could be seen as a potentially risky situation. He didn’t want her to feel pressured or scared. He just wanted to keep having fun with her.

But he’d read all the signals right, and didn’t have to wait long. 

“Stop flirting. Start doing,” she ordered. And then Mollie crooked her leg around his calf in an invitation about as subtle as a gun to the head. 

Rafe was a big fan of going for the obvious. It made life easier. So he leaned forward the extra eighth of an inch to bring their bodies flush. Waited again. The second she tipped her chin up in anticipation, then it was go time.

He took her mouth. This wasn’t a good night kiss at the front door with her parents watching. It was two strangers on the side of the damn road who were into each other. So he showed her his heat, showed her what she’d stirred up in him. Rafe molded her lips with his. Instantly, he discovered that Mollie’s lips were made for kissing. They were wide and warm and matched him move for move. Nip for nip. 

Mollie’s sucking sweetness shot desire through him. Mostly straight to his dick, though. He rocked it against her. No reason to keep it a secret how much he wanted her. In response, she slapped a palm against the seat of his jeans and held on tight.

Okay. 

Game on.

He threaded his fingers through her waterfall of soft hair, tilting her head to the perfect angle. Tightened his other hand over the curve of her hip. Then he plunged into her mouth. Her hot, wet, sweet-as-sin mouth.  Mollie’s tongue met his, like two silken swords clashing for supremacy.

Ha. He’d win. He always did. Rafe liked being in control in the bedroom. The women he was with liked it, too. But he also enjoyed the process of getting there. Of turning a woman inside out with passion and want until she begged for his cock. Nothing turned him on like the sound of a woman moaning in desire.

Right now, Mollie wasn’t moaning yet. They were both gasping pretty hard for air in between kisses, though. Because she’d melted against him like butter. Her rockin’ body flowed, breast to hips to legs. They moved back and forth in a copy of the rhythm he’d started in the vee between her slim thighs. And this time, when he explored along the silk of her cheek and pulled her bottom lip like taffy with his teeth, she did moan.

A rule in Rafe’s life—well, his former life—was pretty simple. Get in, do what you had to (or get what you came for), and get out. Time spent thinking about things or talking them to death was time wasted. Time that usually screwed your original plan six ways from Sunday. He’d learned a long time ago that the rule wasn’t just good to go by when on mob business. It worked everywhere—at the grocery store, at a bar, and definitely with women.

Or when some four-legged little forest fuck might be about to bite an ankle. Rafe still didn’t trust all this animal and plant life in his new space. The concrete and steel jungle of Chicago was his comfort zone. All this thick green foliage and rustling in the shadows frankly freaked him out way more than a gang huddle in a back alley of the Southside. Not that he’d ever admit it.

Rafe knew it was time he eased back. Before his dick burst through his jeans. He brushed over Mollie’s swollen lower lip with the side of his thumb and then licked the taste of her from it, keeping his eyes on hers the whole time. A taste was all he’d gotten. Rafe wasn’t a one-nibble type of guy. He needed more. 

He hadn’t hooked up with a woman since leaving Chicago. A tune-up for his gears sounded like just what the doctor should order. Nothing complicated. Just sex and fun, seeing as how that was all Rafe could offer with his whole life up in the air.

“Go out with me.”

Mollie took a step back and tightened her ponytail. “When?”

He liked that she didn’t play any stupid games, asking why or being coy. They both knew they wanted each other. “Friday night. I’ll come to your town.”

“Convenience and chivalry. That’s a combination I can’t resist.”

“Give me your phone.” Mollie grabbed it from the front seat of the car. Rafe put in his number. “There. The ball’s in your court. If this was weird, you can walk away, no questions asked. If you want a good time, text me where to meet you.”

She stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Can I pay you for the tire change?”

Rafe was insulted for a split second. Before he realized she wasn’t being stiffly polite. No, Mollie’s open smile was full of pure gratitude. Like she actually thought it was a hardship to twirl a lug wrench for ten minutes.

“Would you ask for a couple of Jacksons if I’d cut my finger and you wrapped it up?”

“Of course not.”

“Same thing,” he said with a shrug.

Mollie dipped her head in acknowledgement. “I guess you’re a genuinely good guy, Rafe Maguire.”

Good thing he was turned away, picking up his jacket. Because he just about convulsed with laughter at the thought. As would all his friends back home. And his brothers. And definitely Marshal Evans.

On the other hand, it was the ex-Chicago mobster with a name he’d given up who wasn’t a good guy. Maybe, just maybe, Rafe Maguire could be one. 

“No promises,” he said over his shoulder.
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