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          Kendra

        

        August

      

    
    
      The tickets were nosebleed, but that didn’t matter. For me, it was backstage or bust.

      “I still can’t believe you’re doing this,” came the voice of my best friend Blaire Walsh through the speakerphone.

      “You really can’t believe that I’m doing it?” I asked. “Of all people?”

      “Okay,” she said, quickly correcting herself. “I can most definitely believe that you’re doing it. So, let me rephrase—I can’t believe that anyone would be crazy enough to try something like this.”

      Dressed in nothing but a matching red bra and panties, I put my hands on my hips and stepped back from the bed where I’d laid out my outfit for tonight. I cocked my head and weighed the pros and cons.

      “You there?” asked Blaire.

      “I’m here,” I said. “Just trying to figure out what I’m wearing tonight.”

      “Well,” she said. “If getting into backstage is your plan, then I’d put on whatever showed off those boobs of yours.”

      “Good thinking,” I said. “But that’s not how this little caper’s going off.”

      “Oh really?” asked Blaire. “Not going to wink and smile at security?”

      “No way,” I said. “You saunter up to the staff and play it like that, and they’ll toss you into the groupie pen.”

      “Mmm,” said Blaire. “That doesn’t sound too bad to me.”

      “Blaire!” I shout out, a smile on my face. “You’re terrible.”

      “What?” she asked. “You’re going to all this trouble to see Memphisto in the flesh—the very, very gorgeous flesh, I might add—and you’re not even kind of into the idea of hooking up with the great Johnny Maxton himself?”

      I turned on my feet and laid my eyes on the picture open on my laptop across the room, guitar-heavy rock pouring out of the speakers and filling my room. The picture was of Memphisto, the rock band that was on everyone’s lips—not to mention in everyone’s ears.

      All of the guys were gorgeous, each one of them dressed in black and white, their skin painted with tattoos, come-hither expressions in their eyes. But Johnny…he was something else.

      I stepped over to the screen and got a better look, taking in his ice-blue eyes, his hard, sensual glare, his jet-black hair tied up into a small samurai ponytail. The sleeves of his white V-neck shirt were ripped off, putting his broad, taut shoulders and bulging biceps on full display. My heart skipped more than a few beats just looking at him. His eyes seemed to stare right through me, his gaze as hypnotic as his music.

      “Earth to Kendra,” came Blaire’s voice.

      I shook my head, snapping myself back into the moment.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Just got a lot on my mind.”

      “Sure,” said Blaire. “I’ll bet.”

      I could almost hear her devilish grin through the phone.

      “Anyway,” she said. “Tell me about this big plan of yours.”

      “It’s easy,” I said. “I put on a USD uniform—”

      “Wait, ‘USD’ as in ‘United Seattle Delivery’?”

      “Exactly like that,” I said.

      “Where’d you get one of their uniforms?”

      “Our regular delivery guy at the label did me a solid,” I said. “He found me a ‘lost’ uniform, and I slipped him a few review copies of some of our latest releases.”

      “Damn,” said Blaire. “Owning your own label sure has its perks.”

      “You bet it does.”

      “Okay,” said Blaire. “Then what? Assuming you manage to bluff your way back there, what’s the play? You moon at him like a star-struck fan before he gets security to take you out of there?”

      “I talk with him.”

      “You ‘talk with him’?” she asked. “About what? Favorites pizza toppings?”

      “No,” I said. “I put an idea in his head.”

      “And what sort of idea might that be, Miss Inception?”

      I stepped over to my laptop and clicked on the tab of a video interview with Johnny I had open.

      “Let me show this to you,” I said. “And you tell me what you think.”

      “Shoot.”

      “So, the interviewer asks, ‘what sort of new directions are you planning on going with Memphisto’s next album?’”

      “Sure.”

      “Now, check out what the reaction is.”

      I turned on the video setting for the phone, Blaire’s cute face appearing on the screen.

      “Oh, hey there,” she said.

      I smiled and gave a little wave before turning the phone to the screen.

      “Watch.”

      I hit play, which started right as the interviewer finished the question that I’d described.

      The band was all seated together, Johnny looking as gorgeous and brooding as ever.

      “We’re going in a massive, riff-heavy, bone-crunching direction for this next album,” said Marcus Thorne, the rhythm guitarist, his sun-blond hair draping down as he leaned forward to speak. “Something that’s made to get stadium crowds moving. Maybe some EDM influences—who knows?”

      “Sounds amazing,” said the interviewer. “I assume this new sound has been a collaboration between you and Johnny, just like the last few albums?”

      I hit pause right as the shot switched to a close-up of Johnny.

      “Damn, he’s hot,” said Blaire.

      “Pay attention,” I said through a smirk.

      “What? You expect me to ignore that?”

      “Do your best,” I said. “Because what he says next is the important part. Or I should say, what he doesn’t say next.”

      “Okay,” said Blaire.

      I hit play.

      “Yeah,” said Johnny, speaking in his impossibly sexy, laid-back purr. “Though this one’s looking like it’s going to be Marcus’s baby in a lot of ways.”

      That was all he had to say. He looked away, the interviewer realizing that Johnny wasn’t going to be adding anything more.

      I hit pause again, then set the phone down propped-up where I wouldn’t have to mess with it.

      “You see that?” I asked. I snatched the pair of skin-tight, ripped black jeans off the bed and shimmied into them.

      “See what?” said Blaire. “Sounded like a pretty blah answer.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” I said, grabbing the T-shirt for one of my favorite nineties grunge bands, Bass Shift, and pulling it on over my head.

      “You’ve lost me.”

      “I’ve been following Johnny for years,” I said. “Watching his interviews and all that. He’s always super hyped-up about his music, eager to talk about all the ins and outs of the creative process. You can tell it’s what he loves more than anything.”

      “Sure,” said Blaire.

      “Now compare that to this interview. What did you notice?”

      “It was blah, like I said.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What,” said Blaire. “You’re thinking that means Johnny’s not all that excited about the work?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” I said. “Compare that to Marcus, who’s all about it. Their new sound is totally different, too. I mean, it’s good—how could it not be with Memphisto—but it’s so big and over-the-top. Johnny used to always be about that stripped-down sound, and now it’s totally different.”

      “I’m listening. Let’s hear your thesis statement,” said Blaire with a smile.

      “My thinking is that for whatever reason, Johnny’s heart isn’t in it anymore. Maybe Marcus is really into this new sound and Johnny’s going along with it, or maybe, just maybe, their label’s pushing them in a direction he’s not crazy about.”

      “Uh-oh,” said Blaire. “I think I know where this is going.”

      “So,” I said. “I talk to Johnny, let him know who I am. Slip him my card. Maybe that gets him thinking about what he might do if he didn’t have a big, huge label looking over his shoulder while he wrote.”

      “Are you really thinking that you might convince him to come over to Avalon?”

      Avalon Records was my up-and-coming, but somewhat small-at-the-moment, record label. We specialized in local bands for the most part, but since I finally managed to get the label profitable over the last year, I’ve been racking my brain trying to come up with ways to take us to the next level.

      “That’s what I’m hoping.”

      “No offense, but what makes you think that a massive star like Johnny would be interested in leaving behind his label? They can offer him money, major perks, the newest gear…”

      “Sure,” I said. “And that’s a good point. But what we can offer him is something he’s clearly not getting under his current contract—complete and total creative control.”

      “Hmm,” said Blaire. “Like a solo guitar thing?”

      “Something like that,” I said. “Or whatever he wants to do. There’d be some legal maneuvering, but I think an artist like him might jump at the chance.”

      “Or call security,” Blaire said with a smile.

      “Or call security,” I said.

      “Sounds totally crazy, but if anyone could pull it off, it’s you,” she said.

      “I’ll take that as a vote of confidence,” I said with a grin.

      “As you should,” said Blaire. “Now, let’s see this disguise.”

      I pulled the USD uniform out of the closet, looking over the drab olive pants, shirt and cap. I stepped into them, the baggy clothes leaving room for the more appropriate outfit I had on underneath. Once it was all on, I stepped into a pair of black boots.

      “Ta-da!” I said, taking my place in front of the phone.

      Blaire’s eyebrows raised.

      “Wow,” she said. “Those uniforms sure don’t do any favors for a girl’s figure.”

      “I know,” I said, tugging at the baggy fabric. “But I’ve got on my normal stuff underneath.”

      “You know what?” said Blaire. “I think you can do it. If you can start a record label from the ground up, what can’t you do?”

      “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” I said.

      I grabbed my things and prepared to leave.

      “Now,” I told Blaire. “I’ve got a surprise meeting with Johnny Maxton. And no one’s going to get in my way.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

        

    
    






          Kendra

        

      

    
    
      The stadium was a zoo when I pulled up. The evening was well underway, and the parking lots were packed full of cars and concert-goers making their way to the long lines at the front doors.

      The moment I stepped out of my car, I could feel the energy in the air. There was nothing like the hour or two before a live show, and I was a total addict to the feeling—especially for a band like Memphisto.

      I grabbed the fake package off the passenger’s seat and took one last look at myself in the rearview mirror. Between the baggy uniform and the matching baseball cap, I looked like any other delivery person. My stomach tingled in anticipation.

      I was ready.

      The first step was getting through the main gates. I sidled my way through the masses of people, slowly but surely approaching the guards that flanked the doors. I’d been in enough situations like this to know that the key to getting into somewhere that you didn’t belong was to look like you were both in a hurry and mildly annoyed.

      To that end, I didn’t even make eye contact with the security crew as I approached them.

      “Hold up,” said one as I drew near.

      “Hey,” I said, making my voice sound a tinged frustrated that someone would stop me in the process of doing my pretend job. “Delivery for backstage.”

      I grabbed the lanyard dangling off my neck and held it up as though it were the keys to the kingdom.

      The guards exchanged a brief look before the one who stopped me waved me in. That was the other secret to getting into wherever you wanted—a lanyard. For some reason, having a picture of yourself draped over your chest screamed authority. That, or a big camera.

      I slipped past the guards, feeling very pleased with myself. Once I was inside, I took a moment to look over the scene.

      The place was packed. Hordes of men and women of all ages were there, ready to be rocked beyond compare. Memphisto’s cross-appeal over several different demographics had always struck me as interesting. Where some bands appealed only to teens, grown-ups, or men or women, everyone seemed to love Memphisto. I chalked it up to Johnny Maxton’s universal lyrics and impossibly catchy tunes.

      He was really something else. And I was going to get him one way or another.

      I had a mission, but that didn’t prevent me from wanting to sneak a peek at the stage. I moved with the crowd until I was at the entrance to the stadium floor. The opening band hadn’t started yet, so the stage was clear. Roadies milled about on stage, checking equipment and adjusting lighting.

      Behind them hung a massive banner for Memphisto’s logo—the name in Gothic lettering and a ferocious, stylized lion pictured mid-roar underneath. I’d seen enough Memphisto shows to know that their stage show was second-to-none. Though in my opinion, all I needed was Johnny, a microphone, and his guitar.

      The stage was the sort of place that I wanted the bands signed on with Avalon to play one day—if that’s what they wanted. Right now, selling out a modest-sized club or two was a feat in and of itself. And while I loved the intimacy of a smaller venue, I couldn’t help but fantasize about putting one of my bands on a stage like this, the seats packed with adoring fans.

      Someday.

      I turned away from the stage and focused myself on the task at hand. Getting through the main doors without a ticket was no small feat, but getting backstage would be quite the thing. With the package tucked under my arm, I made my way from the main hall of the stadium to the doors leading to the back halls of the place.

      The din of the crowds grew quieter as I opened the door and slipped through. As soon as the door shut, the noise became a low hum, soft enough for me to hear myself think again. A dozen or so stagehands were in the hall with me, all of them moving with the same focused sense of purpose.

      I made my way down the hall, spotting the doors leading to backstage. These were guarded more securely, two hulking men in black T-shirts standing at both sides, their arms crossed over their massive chests, hard expressions on their faces.

      This was going to be the real test—do or die.

      I watched as a few of the stagehands approached them. For each one, the guards gave the individual wishing to get past a thorough questioning, looking over his or her ID and making sure they were where they were supposed to be.

      And, of course, very pretty girls in tight, revealing clothing were eager to get backstage. They’d walk up to the guards, bat their eyelashes, and make a show of putting their boobs on display. The guards would, with the same hard expressions on their faces, simply tell them to wait in some side room, probably for the band members themselves to come and pick out their favorites.

      I’d toyed with the groupie idea, but acting that way was so far out of my character that I figured I’d be spotted instantly as someone trying to sneak in for other reasons. Not that the idea of potentially being picked out by Johnny himself didn’t have its own appeal.

      When I was ready, I took one last deep breath, squared my shoulders, and headed up to the guards. Their steely eyes latched onto me as I approached, and I did my best not to flinch at their glare.

      “Who are you?” one asked, his voice booming and resonant.

      “USD delivery,” I said. “Got a package for backstage.”

      “ID,” the other guard demanded, his voice just as low as the first’s.

      I held up my lanyard, trying to look as natural and unbothered as possible. The first guard leaned in so close that I could smell his cheap aftershave and feel his hot breath on my face—smelled like he’d had something very garlicky for dinner. The ID wasn’t anything too fancy—just my picture swapped out onto an old one. I hoped it’d work.

      “Melanie Willis,” he said, reading the name that didn’t belong to me.

      “That’s me,” I said, flashing a smile.

      “What’s in the box?” he asked.

      “No clue,” I said. “I just bring the packages. Checking inside would be a federal offense.”

      I gave another smile.

      The guard stood back up and glanced at the other.

      “Looks legit to me,” the first said.

      Relief began to take hold, but before it did the other guard narrowed his eyes.

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “Let me get a look at that.”

      Uh-oh.

      He snapped his fingers at me. Normally, someone doing that would get a few harsh words in return, but I was in no position to take a tone. I trucked the box back under my arm and took off the lanyard, handing it over.

      The guard swiped it and held it up to his face, giving it a far more thorough look-over than I’d been hoping he would.

      “Wait a minute,” he said, flicking the lanyard, his nail tapping on the plastic. “This logo, it’s old.”

      “Huh?” said the first guard.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I got a buddy who works for them. I remember him going on about how much he freaking hates the new logo.”

      Oh, crap.

      “Yeah,” I said, desperately trying to come up with an excuse. “It’s an old ID. I lost my new one and had to use my old one for tonight.”

      The second guard regarded me skeptically as he held the lanyard in his hand.

      “What you want to do?” asked the first.

      “Come on, guys,” I said. “I’ve got a ton of deliveries tonight.”

      “Let’s get Tony,” he said.

      “Tony?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” the first guard said. “He’s our head of security. He’ll make the call.”

      “Better not be some kind of caper,” said the second guard, turning his eyes back to me. “A girl can get in a lot of trouble for trying to sneak backstage.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “You think I’m trying to get back there for an autograph or something?”

      My tone was hard, but my heart was pounding.

      “Just keep quiet for a sec,” said the second guard. “We’ll get this figured out one way or another.”

      He left with my ID, and it was just me with the first guard. He crossed his arms over his chest, his expression making it clear that he was more than a little skeptical of me. I was thankful that I’d developed the skill over the years of staying calm on the outside while being frazzled inside.

      Before too long, the second guard returned, a tall, lanky man with a ponytail of blond hair in tow. I almost gasped when I realized he was a familiar face.

      The head of security was none other than Tony Cowan, a security specialist I’d worked with on more than a few occasions. His eyes went wide for a moment as he recognized me.

      “This is her,” said the second guard. “Says she had to use her old ID.”

      I could tell Tony knew right away that something was up.

      “Come with me,” he said, nodding away from the guards.

      I followed after him, and soon we were in a small office with a wall lined with security monitors. He shut the door and turned his attention to me.

      “Kendra Peters,” he said. “The badass chick-in-charge herself.”

      “That’s me,” I said with a smile. “And glad to hear you remember my official title.”

      He chuckled.

      “You’re really moving up in the world,” I said.

      “Oh, this?” he asked, gesturing to the monitors. “Just got the gig. Good pay, lots of responsibilities. Responsibilities like keeping sneaky label owners out of backstage.”

      His eyes moved over my uniform. “Last I heard Avalon was still in business. Which means that you’re moonlighting or…you’re pulling off something that you shouldn’t.”

      He crossed his arms and leaned back against the station control panel, a grin still on his face.

      “Okay,” I said. “Tony, I like you enough to not bullshit you. I’m trying to get backstage.”

      He held up the lanyard. “Got the wrong pass for that, then.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “I just want to see Johnny.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Aw, someone’s got a crush.”

      “It’s not like that at all,” I said. Well, it kind of was. But Tony didn’t need to know that. “It’s more of a business thing.”

      “You want to go backstage to talk business with Johnny Maxton?”

      “Why not?”

      “Come on,” he said. “You’ve worked with enough musicians to know what they’re like before a show. They’re about weird pre-show rituals and getting their heads in the game and all that.”

      “I’m not going in there with a spreadsheet presentation,” I said. “Just want to…put a bug in his ear, that’s all.”

      He looked away once again, shaking his head as though he couldn’t believe what he was about to say.

      “Fine, fine,” he said. “I’ll let you back there as a personal favor—just this once.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I let out a squeal of joy, dropped my package, and ran over to Tony, throwing my arms around him.

      “A couple rules,” he said as I let him go. “One—you’re in and you’re out. Say your piece and get going.”

      “Can do,” I said.

      “And second is don’t make a scene. If it gets out that I let you back there, the people who hired me might start having second thoughts.”

      I gave him a salute. “Let’s do this.”

      “Don’t forget your package,” he said.

      I picked it up off the floor and soon we were off.

      “She’s good,” Tony said to the guards. “She’ll be in and out. Right?”

      “Right,” I said with a thumbs-up.

      The guards regarded me with one more pair of skeptical expressions, then opened the door.

      I was in.
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          Johnny

        

      

    
    
      I’d seen it time and time again, but it never stopped being totally freaking insane to me.

      “How do you do it?” I asked. “Before every damn show?”

      Cole Park, Memphisto’s shaggy-haired, lanky drummer, looked up at me with a devilish expression on his face.

      “It’s what I need to stay focused,” he said. “Puts me in the zone.”

      I looked at the spread of vice in front of him, shaking my head at the debauchery of it all.

      “You put all that into your body and you’ll be lucky to make it through half of the first song,” I said.

      “Nah,” Cole said right back. “I’ve got a tolerance at this point. Barely even feel it.”

      “Then why do it?”

      “Tastes so damn good.”

      I let out a scoff. “Then don’t let me stop you.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” said Cole.

      I stepped back and watched Cole go at it. On the table in front of him, evenly spaced apart, were three extra-large Custard Explosions from Burger Lust, one of the local chains.

      And he was going to eat every damn one of them.

      “What you got there?” asked Stone Shaw, the muscular, shaved-head bassist, turning his attention from the gorgeous redhead on his lap—a little pre-show ritual of his own—for long enough to ask the question.

      “Cookie dough here,” said Cole, pointing to the one on his left. “Then that’s caramel turtle. Finally, we got plain vanilla.”

      “Plain vanilla?” asked Stone. “That’s boring.”

      “You kidding?” said Cole. “People only think vanilla is boring because it’s synonymous with ‘plain.’ But it’s a complex flavor all on its own.”

      “I got to admit,” I said. “That ice cream looks pretty damn good.”

      Cole flashed me a hard glance. “Ice cream?” he asked. “I don’t see any ice cream here. This is all rich, delicious custard.”

      I laughed.

      “Whatever,” I said. “Have at it. And don’t come crying to me if you puke in the middle of the set.”

      “Nah, I’ve got an iron stomach,” he said, picking up his first treat. “By the time the set’s over, I’ll be ready for a little whiskey to get things settled.”

      I raised the bottle of booze in my hand. “I’m not wasting any time getting to that part.”

      I popped the top off and took a long swig from the bottle. The whiskey burned on the way down—just how I liked it.

      Once the booze was down, I plopped onto the couch in the green room, picked up the nearby guitar, and started picking gently. There were a few girls in the room, all of them watching me intently, big doe eyes on their faces.

      “What’s that?” asked Cole, already halfway through his first dessert.

      “It’s beautiful,” said one of the girls, a blonde with cleavage pouring out of her top.

      “Yeah,” said the girl next to her, a waifish brunette with a pixie cut. “So pretty.”

      I gave them a little flick of the chin to show that I’d heard them. Either of those girls would be on my lap with a snap of my fingers, so who the hell knew if they meant what they’d said. Not that I cared all that much, anyway.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Just some random chords.”

      That was a lie. Really, it was some solo stuff I’d been working on. But the song was still in its infancy—not yet ready for public consumption. Not that I’d be able to talk my label into letting me perform my solo work.

      The brunette hopped up and come over to me, taking a place on the couch to my right.

      “You’re so talented, Johnny,” she said, now seated close enough to where I could smell her perfume and make out the interplay of greens in her eyes. “Can you show me how to do that?”

      I let out a scoff. “Lessons are two hundred bucks for a half hour.”

      She made a pout that was most definitely an attempt at being cute.

      “Come on,” she said with a coy smile, the tip of her finger moving slowly up my forearm. “I bet I can think of another way to pay…”

      I flicked my eyes up from the guitar.

      “Yeah,” I said. “If you don’t have cash, I’ll definitely take a check.”

      The other guys in the band let out some laughs, and the pixie-haired girl’s expression fell. I’d had my fun with groupies over the years, but the more I’d gotten bored with the obvious things you can get up to with them, the more I started to enjoy simple things, like watching the look on their faces when they realized that they’d met a man they can’t just flutter their eyes at and have melt in their hand.

      “You’re no fun, Johnny,” said the girl.

      “I’m plenty fun,” I said right back. “But not when I’m trying to get into the zone. Now give me some space—I need to focus.”

      I decided that playing my own stuff wasn’t the right call for the moment—it was attracting too much female attention. So, I decided to warm up for the show by running through some scales and arpeggios. They were good practice, and nothing seemed to bore girls faster than shred practice; they liked the more soulful stuff.

      “Opener on stage yet?” I asked as my fingers blurred over the fretboard.

      “Yep,” said Cole, now halfway into dessert number two. “Grindhouse just went on.”

      I watched Cole wolf down his treat and shook my head.

      “You’d better be careful, Cole,” I said with a smirk. “We’re not in our twenties anymore. You keep destroying milkshakes like that and we’re going to have to start loading you onto the stage with a crane.”

      “It’d be worth it,” he said as he shoved his spoon into the cup. “What’s the point of being a rock star if you can’t indulge your hedonistic tendencies?”

      “Good fuckin’ question,” said Stone, the girls now fawning over him.

      A year or two ago, I would’ve agreed with him. But lately, I couldn’t give a good damn about drugs and girls and all that. Sure, I still liked my booze, but even that was starting to lose its appeal. Anymore, all I cared about was my music. Everything else was just killing time until I could have my guitar in my lap.

      Right as I hit the end of the fretboard, the door to the green room opened. Marcus Thorne, Memphisto’s rhythm guitarist, strolled in with a big smile on his face.

      “What’s up, party people?” he said.

      “The usual,” said Stone, not taking his eyes away from his redhead.

      “I can see that,” said Marcus as he took a look around the room.

      Cole dropped the last of his three cups into the others and sat back, a contented smile on his face.

      “Perfect,” he said. “Now I’m ready to rock.”

      “How about being ready to hear we’re going to take the band to the next level?” asked Marcus.

      I raised an eyebrow in curiosity, and then my stomach sank when I realized what it likely was he wanted to talk about. Marcus was all about money and fame, the music having taken a backseat in recent years.

      “Why?” asked Stone. “What you got in mind?”

      “I could tell you,” said Marcus, “but I’ve got just the guy here to explain.”

      “Oh no,” I said out loud, knowing what this meant.

      “No way,” said Stone. “Not before a show.”

      “It’ll only take a minute,” said Marcus. “And when you hear what he has to say, you’ll be glad I brought him in.”

      “Shit,” I said. “No talking you out of this, huh?”

      “Nope,” said Marcus. “He flew in just to talk with us tonight.”

      “That supposed to make me feel special?” I asked.

      “Feel however you want,” said Marcus, “but this is some important shit. It’s the difference between being a big band and, like, a majorly freaking huge band.”

      “That what you want?” I asked.

      “Isn’t it what you want?”

      I opened my mouth to speak but realized that there wasn’t going to be any talking Marcus out of this.

      “He here now?” I asked.

      “Right out in the hall.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Send him in.”

      “Good man,” said Marcus. “Good freaking man.”

      He ducked out into the hallway and called out to someone.

      “You guys are going to freaking love what Rick has in mind,” said Marcus. “Some real next-level shit.”

      “Yeah,” I said, not looking forward to it one bit. “I’ll bet.”

      Moments later, in sauntered Rick Silver, the manager appointed by Redemption Records, the massive label that had put out our last two albums. He was a lean guy, dressed in a suit that managed to look extremely expensive yet extremely cheap at the same time, his Italian leather shoes gleaming in the lights of the green room. His black hair was slicked back and tucked behind his ears, his eyes behind a pair of clear plastic glasses.

      “My beautiful boys!” he said, clasping his hands together as he took place at the front of the room.

      “What’s up, Rick?” asked Cole, his hands on his full belly.

      “Hey,” Stone said absently, his attention still occupied by the groupies.

      I didn’t say anything, part of me hoping I could pretend that he wasn’t there. But I’d had enough meetings with this loudmouth to know that wasn’t likely to be the case.

      “Boys, boys!” said Rick. “Put down your toys and bring it in.”

      The faces of the girls fell when it was clear that they’d been included along with my guitar in the “toys” description.

      “That means ‘scram’,” said Rick to the girls.

      The groupies turned to Stone, awaiting their orders.

      “You don’t want to be here for this boring shit anyway,” he assured them. “I’ll see you two after the show.”

      The girls left, Stone giving his redhead a quick swat on the behind as they did. The redhead let out a squeal and a giggle and then they were gone.

      “‘Boring shit’?” asked Rick. “This is the future of the band we’re talking about here.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Stone.

      “Pay attention, Stone,” said Marcus. “And show a little freaking respect. Rick’s the reason we’re able to sell out a stadium like this.”

      “Pretty sure the music is what does that,” I said.

      Marcus and Rick both shot me withering looks. I hated to admit it, but Marcus wasn’t entirely wrong. We’d been doing all right after our debut album had made the splash it did years back, but Rick and Redemption had taken us to the next level. Seemingly overnight, we went from playing mid-sized clubs to opening up stadiums for rock gods, and ever since our third album, Dark Souls, we’d gone from openers to headliners.

      Not bad for a rock band out of Portland.

      But it had come at a price. Redemption Records gave us more resources, but in exchange, they wanted more control. And as any artist will tell you, nothing kills the muse like control.

      “You ready boys?” asked Rick. “Because what I’ve got to say next is going to take us from ‘sky-high’ all the way up to the stratosphere.”

      “Can’t wait,” I said.

      I grabbed the bottle of whiskey.

      I was going to need it.
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      I gave my guitar one last strum before setting it down, putting my feet up on the table, and folding my hands behind my head.

      “Still eating that crap, huh kid?” Rick asked Cole.

      “Yup,” said Cole with a proud smile.

      “Before every show?”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, I hope you’re doing freaking low-carb the rest of the time. The moment you start busting out of those skinny jeans is the moment we lose the female demographic.”

      Rick hadn’t wasted any time in uttering my least favorite word in the world—demographic. Everything came down to demographics for him. In his mind, our audience, our fans, weren’t made up of individuals to whom our music spoke, but separate categories, all itching to be marketed to.

      And I hated it.

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Cole.

      “Can we get to it?” asked Stone. “I need to get my head right for the show.”

      “Sure, sure,” said Rick. “This won’t take long.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it,” I said, my eyes focused on the tips of my black sneakers.

      “Cute,” said Rick. “Anyway, I’ll get into it.”

      Rick took the duffel bag he’d had slung over his shoulder and set it down on the table in the middle of the room.

      “Boys,” he said, unzipping the duffel and reaching inside of it. “I’m pleased as hell to present to you the next line of merch!”

      He triumphantly pulled out a T-shirt with our logo on it, a picture of all the guys in the band below. And the word “Memphisto” was written in glitter. I looked closer and saw that there was something…off about our faces. They looked polished and rosy-cheeked, like weird dolls.

      “The hell’s going on here?” I asked, leaning forward and tapping on the shirt.

      “Yeah,” said Stone, looking at where my finger was pointed. “We look like anime characters or some shit.”

      Rick set the shirt down and put his hands on his hips like some conquering hero. “You guys heard of K-Pop?”

      “Like Korean pop stars?” asked Stone.

      “Like Korean pop stars,” I confirmed.

      My stomach tightened. I had a feeling what Rick had in mind, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      “If I asked you which demographic had the most disposable income, who would you guess?” He paused, a smile still on his face.

      “Wait,” I asked. “Is this a rhetorical question or a real one?”

      “Real one,” he said. “Go on.”

      “Single men?” asked Cole.

      “Nope,” said Rick. “Ultra-fans aside, men actually barely spend money if they can help it. Try again.”

      “How about single moms?” asked Stone, a sly smile on his face. “Like hot, hot single moms.”

      “Wrong again,” said Rick. “That money goes right to their kids.”

      Rick turned his attention to me, waiting for my answer.

      “How about we just pretend I gave a wrong answer so we can get to the point?” I asked.

      Marcus shot me a hard look, then spoke. “What about teenage girls? Like you were talking about?”

      Rick made a “snap and point” gesture at Marcus.

      “Bingo,” he said. “Right on the damn money.”

      “Teenage girls?” asked Cole. “Seriously?”

      “Yep,” said Rick. “No one’s got more cash to spend than middle and high school girls still living at home. Between part-time jobs and daddy’s money, they have cash to burn.”

      Then he picked up the shirt and held it up again.

      “And that’s why we’re going to target the hell out of them.”

      “You serious?” I asked.

      “Serious as it gets,” said Rick. “And here’s where this little makeover comes into play.”

      He then pulled out a large tablet, swiped it on, and set it on the table. The screen was filled with a Korean boy band performing on stage, all of them dolled up like pretty boys in coordinated suits as they performed to a screaming crowd of girls.

      “Who are these clowns?” I asked.

      “These ‘clowns’ are Luv Syndrome Devil, and they’re the biggest male K-Pop band in Korea right now.”

      “The look like they’re wearing makeup,” I said.

      “That’s because they are,” said Rick. “And they’re going to be your style inspirations going forward.”

      Whoa, whoa—hold the phone. I reached forward and flicked off the screen.

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “You want Memphisto to dress up in cute suits and wear makeup and get our hair done up like a bunch of dolls?”

      “No fucking way,” said Stone.

      “It was kind of catchy…” said Cole, a thoughtful look on his face.

      “Let the man speak,” said Marcus, still standing in the back of the room.

      “Thanks, Marcus,” said Rick. “Now hear me out—I’m not saying you guys are going to ape them totally. You’re just going to be ‘inspired’ by them.”

      “I’d love it if you got to the part where you actually explained what the hell you mean by that,” I said.

      “What I mean is: you guys go into your usual song-writing seclusion for your next album. And when you come back, bam, new look, new sound, new everything. Instead of ratty T-shirts and jeans, we do some sharp black suits—picked out and coordinated by Redemption’s design team, of course.”

      My stomach tightened, but Rick wasn’t finished.

      “And the lyrics,” he said. “We soften them up. Less singing about more…aggressive sexual things, and more about love, more about having crushes and liking girls from afar.”

      “You kidding?” I asked. “Singing lame shit about mooning over girls from across the room?”

      “Yeah,” said Stone. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about us, but we’re not exactly the timid type when it comes to women.”

      “Believe me,” said Rick. “I know. But this is just lyrics—you can go through as many damn groupies as you want. Anyway, and your sounds going to be…softer. Less aggressive, less scary. More melodic and catchy.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You want to turn us into a freaking pop band?”

      “Not in the traditional sense,” said Rick. “Think of it as Memphisto’s take on a pop band. You’ll still have guitars and drums and riffs, but just a little…well, cuter.”

      I stood up.

      “‘Cute’ is the last thing I want with my music,” I said. “And you’d better give me a good reason not to throw your ass out right now for even suggesting I fuck with my music to make you more money.”

      “Calm down, Johnny,” said Marcus.

      Rick didn’t seem bothered as I glared at him.

      “You don’t have to like it,” he said. “But if you want to stay at Redemption, with all the money and fame that comes with it, this is what’s on the agenda.”

      He gestured to the bag. “Take a look at the merch. I think you might actually come to like the new Memphisto. And I’ll tell you right now, you stick with me, and I’ll make you the biggest band in the world.”

      I continued to burn holes into him with my eyes, silence hanging in the air. Before anyone could say anything else, however, the stage manager popped his head into the room.

      “Time to rock, boys,” he said.

      “Just think about it, Johnny. I know you’ll come around.”

      I hated to admit it, but he had me by the balls. If I told him to fuck off, giving him precise instructions on where to stick that bag of merch, it’d put our relationship with Redemption in jeopardy.

      That might’ve been fine with me, but I didn’t want to screw the rest of the band. I was the front man, sure, but we made a vow years ago to all be in this together.

      “Come on, J,” said Stone, clapping his hand down on my shoulder. “Let’s do this.”

      I gave Rick one more hard look before turning and heading out of the room with the guys.

      I did my best to get my head in the game as we made our way down the long hallway that led to the stage. But I wasn’t able to get too far before a voice called out to me.

      “Yo, Johnny!”

      I turned to see the face of Paul, one of our veteran roadies.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Got some delivery chick here,” he said. “Says she’s got an urgent delivery for you.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “Right now?”

      “Yep,” he said. “Says it has to be hand-delivered.”

      “This can’t wait until after the show?”

      “That’s what I said, but she made a stink about needing to make other deliveries. Said you just have to sign for it.”

      “Fine, whatever,” I said.

      “Cool, wait here.”

      It was one damn distraction after another. Paul headed down the hall and returned with someone in tow.

      Someone that drew my eyes instantly.

      She was a woman, dressed in the baggy brown outfit of one of the delivery companies. But even in this frumpy get-up, I could tell she had curves for days. She could’ve been wearing a trash bag and still not been able to hide a body like that.

      She and Paul approached, and from under the brim of her cap, she looked up at me with emerald-green eyes. Her nose was small and pert, and her lips were full, red, and made for kissing. Her skin was fair and flawless, and an adorable little smirk tugged up the corner of one side of her mouth, her expression making her look like she was up to something sneaky.

      “Hey there,” she said, her voice low and sultry.

      “Hey,” I said right back. “Got something for me?”

      She was close enough now that I could smell the scent of lilacs and lavender. It was like the sweetest drug.

      “Sure do,” she said, handing me the package.

      Before she showed up, I was all ready to sign and have Paul get her out of my face as fast as possible. But now that she was here, I felt something, a strange, instant attraction that made me forget about everything else, even the fact that I was about to perform for thousands of people.

      There was something about this girl—something I couldn’t ignore. Something that made me want her more than anything I’d ever wanted in my life.

      “Just need your signature…here,” she said, holding out a clipboard with a piece of paper attached.

      I glanced down, noticing that even her hands were perfect.

      “Sure,” I said, barely able to speak.

      I scrawled out my name on the paper and handed it back.

      Then she flicked her gorgeous green eyes up to me.

      “And there’s something else I wanted to talk about with you, Mr. Maxton,” she said. “That is if you have a minute.”

      “I’ve got more than a minute, for a woman like you,” I said, totally under this girl’s spell.

      It was strange; I’d always been able to be cool around women no matter how beautiful. But there was something about her, something like nothing else.

      Then I felt a hard clap on my shoulder. I turned to see that it was Stone.

      “Come on, dude!” he said. “We got on stage, and you weren’t with us! What the hell—they’re all screaming for you.”

      “All right,” Paul said. “Come on.”

      He led the girl away from me, our eyes locked on one another as Paul took her away and Stone dragged me to the stage.

      Then she was out of my sight and gone.

      I didn’t want her to go, but I couldn’t linger on the thought for too long. I had a show to put on.
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      I hated to admit it, but the thrill of a face-to-face meeting with Johnny freaking Maxton left me in a giddy high that I couldn’t shake. If I’d died right then and there in the hallway backstage, the roadie’s hand on my shoulder, I would’ve gone into the next life a happy girl.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “Head of security told me to make sure you got escorted back up front.”

      “Sure, sure,” I said.

      As he led me back to the main entrance of the stadium, my high faded as I realized that the whole point of my scheme had been to slip Johnny my card and make a quick pitch. But between us getting pulled apart and the rush of seeing possibly the most gorgeous man alive up close and in person, I hadn’t managed to do it.

      “Shit,” I hissed under my breath as the roadie opened the double doors leading away from backstage.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      Then he gave me a soft shove through the doors and shut them hard behind me. With a heavy, metal “clang,” the doors shut and signified the end of my little plan.

      I’d met Johnny, sure, but nothing had come from it other than the autograph I had on my pretend document. It’d have to do.

      I shook my head and tried to put it all behind me. I was still here and ready to see the show. After a quick trip to the bathroom to slip out of my baggy uniform and get down to the more fitting clothes I had on underneath, I shoved the uniform into my shoulder bag and got ready to rock.

      Anticipation built in me by the second as I made my way to my seat. I’d seen Memphisto plenty of times before, but it was always a treat. The guys knew how to rock like no one else, and each time they managed to blow away my expectations.

      The guys were already on stage, only Johnny missing. But soon he stepped out, his fist raised in the air as the crowd went wild, the cheers so loud I worried my eardrums might explode. He grabbed his signature ivory-white guitar and slung it over his broad, muscular shoulders.

      “You all ready?” he called out.

      More insane cheering.

      Johnny plunged his hand over the strings, a deafening, distorted chord blasting from the speakers. Then he went into the complex, melodic riff for “Sure Enough,” one of their earliest hits.

      And from that moment until the second encore, I was in rock heaven. Johnny could play and sing like no one else, his voice capable of shifting from a gorgeous, melodic tenor to a fierce, metal growl at a second’s notice. And his guitar work was like nothing else. He played crushing riffs, intricate lead lines, and soaring solos with the same effortless ease.

      He was a one-of-a-kind master, and I needed to make him mine.

      When the show was over, I stood there in a daze. Between the meeting and the show, I was in the middle of a major sensory overload. Only the vibration of my phone in my pocket snapped me out of it. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked the screen. It was a text from Blaire.

      “Well?” it read.

      “Long story,” I sent back.

      It really wasn’t, but getting into it over text was the last thing I wanted to do.

      “Let’s talk about it over drinks,” she responded. “I’m over at McHale’s. First round’s on me!”

      A drink to calm down sounded perfect. And McHale’s was a quiet little dive only a few blocks away from the stadium.

      I took another few moments to gather myself before taking off, weaving through the packed crowds, most of their faces suggesting that they were in a similar daze.

      I left my car in the parking lot—I wasn’t even sure why I’d bothered to drive since my apartment was downtown, only a few blocks from here. But I stopped by it to drop off the uniform and pay for overnight parking in the event I had few too many with Blaire.

      The walk was just what I’d needed after the show. Between the din of downtown and the cool of the late summer air, I came down from my high in a very pleasant way. By the time I arrived at the little Irish pub, I was ready for a few drinks.

      I stepped into the low-lit bar and scanned the place. Only a handful of people were there, a mix of blue-collar men and younger hipster types. All were sipping their cheap beers and talking under the punk music playing on the speakers. Occasionally, the clack of pool balls cut through the air.

      Seated at the bar dressed in skin-tight jeans, some white sneakers, and a crop-top shirt was Blaire. Her eyes lit up as I approached.

      “There’s the secret agent herself,” she said as she patted the top of the barstool next to her.

      I slid onto it as Blaire poured me a beer.

      “Come on, babe,” she said. “Let’s hear all about it.”

      “Not much to say, actually,” I said.

      “Are you serious?” she asked as she grabbed onto the edge of the bar. “You met Johnny freaking Maxton, and there isn’t much to say?”

      “The mission was a failure,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Then start from the top.”

      I went into the whole thing, starting with the trouble getting backstage and ending with me meeting Johnny and failing to give him my name, my card, or any other way of getting in touch.

      “So you blew it,” she said. “It was a long shot anyway. What did you expect—that you’d give him your card and he’d leave some million-dollar contract right then and there?”

      “I imagined at least telling him who I was and putting the idea out there that someone was interested in giving him the chance to make the music he used to. Even if he laughed and told me to screw off, I would’ve known I’d tried.”

      “Oh well,” she said. “If it didn’t happen, maybe it wasn’t meant to be. The universe has a way of giving us what we need, you know.”

      “That’s one way to look at it,” I said. “Another is that a professional business woman like myself got cold feet like some starry-eyed kid.”

      “Was he that hot in person?” Blaire asked.

      “Oh, my God,” I said. “I wasn’t ready for it. I mean, I knew he was stunning going into it, but being only a few feet from him…”

      “Details,” she said. “Now.”

      “He had this magnetism, this pull to him. The man just oozes charisma. Between that and those blue eyes and those muscles and those tattoos…damn.”

      I was getting turned on just thinking about him.

      “I can only imagine. And you have his autograph,” she said. “So there’s that.”

      I let out a laugh. “Yeah, I can add it to my scrapbook.”

      “What about the rest of the show?”

      “Amazing, of course. Best I’ve ever seen.”

      “Well,” she said. “Tell me about it.”

      I did, giving her all the details and going through the set list. Over the next hour and a few more beers, we swapped stories about Memphisto, reminiscing about all the times we’d seen them and other bands since we were barely out of college.

      By the time we finished our second pitcher, I was nice and tipsy.

      “Okay, babe,” said Blaire, taking some cash out of her wallet. “I think it’s time for this girl to get home.”

      “You serious?” I asked. “I thought we were just getting going?”

      “I’d love to stay, but I have an absolutely gross amount of work to do tomorrow. Not to mention the last train is going to leave in—” She checked her watch, her eyes going wide. “Fifteen freaking minutes. Okay, gotta leave now.”

      She tossed a couple of bills onto the bar and turned toward the entrance.

      “We’ll talk tomorrow,” she said. “See ya!”

      And just like that, I was alone.

      I ordered another beer, figuring the night was about to come to a close. As much as I hated to admit it, I was still frustrated with myself. I’d been planning this caper for the last week, and all I needed to do was slip a business card into Johnny’s hand and tell him that if he wanted to talk about going in a new direction, I was his girl.

      I shook my head as the bartender set down another beer in front of me. Maybe Blaire was right, and that this was the universe’s way of telling me that it wasn’t to be. Maybe I was thinking too big in imagining that an absolute star like Johnny Maxton would be interested in working with my tiny little label.

      Maybe this was my sign to get my head out of the clouds.

      Right as I set my beer down, however, the entrance opened, and a figure clad all in black entered, a hoodie drawn over his head, shrouding his features in darkness. He was tall and built, and made his way to the bar, sitting down five seats from me. I watched him out of the corner of my eye as he ordered a whiskey and took a quick sip when it was placed in front of him.

      Then he slipped his thumbs into his hood and drew it back. I gasped when I saw who the man was.

      It was a face I recognized. It was Johnny Maxton himself.
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      At first, I thought I was seeing things. And it was hard to really get a sense of her out of the corner of my eye. Sure, I could’ve turned my head and given her a long look up and down, answered the question right then and there, but that wasn’t my style.

      But somehow, I knew it was her—it had to be her. That delivery girl, the one I couldn’t get out of my mind even during the show, was almost certainly the girl who was seated only a handful of feet from me.

      It was mainly hard to tell because of how she was dressed. If it was, in fact, her, she’d ditched the baggy browns and baseball cap of her delivery uniform, now dressed in skin-tight black, ripped jeans, a pair of stylish sneakers, and a fitted T-shirt. Her blond hair was now loose over her shoulders, the blond so intense that it seemed to emit its own light.

      If it was her, which I was getting more and more certain it was, then any question of whether or not the girl was a knockout under her uniform was well-answered.

      I killed my whiskey and ordered another. I’d come here by myself to get away from the crowds, to get a little peace and quiet after the show. The rest of the guys wanted to party, but after that little presentation of Rick’s, having fun was the last thing on my mind.

      Until I noticed she was there, that is.

      Finally, I decided I couldn’t take it any longer. I had to know if it was her.

      “Hey,” I said, giving a half-look in her direction.

      “Um, hey,” she said back.

      I couldn’t tell if she was being shy or if she was just annoyed at having her drink disturbed. Either way, I went on.

      “This might sound weird, but I have a little bit of a problem. Mind helping out a stranger?”

      “Sure,” she said, her voice skeptical.

      “I’ve got something I need delivered. But I need it shipped now, like right this second. You don’t happen to know any skilled delivery girls I could get in touch, do you?”

      There was silence, followed by an “umm.”

      I turned my head fully in her direction, and sure enough, it was her.

      “Or you wouldn’t happen to be one, would you?” I asked with a smile. “Money’s not an object.”

      Her fair skin turned a deep shade of red, answering the question of it was her right then and there.

      “Oh, my God,” she said, covering her face with her hand. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      I let out a dry chuckle. “Don’t be.”

      “I am,” she said. “I feel so silly about it.”

      My eyes flicked down to the open seat next to her. “How about this—you make it up to me by having a drink with me and telling me why you did it.”

      A small smile formed on her stunning features. “I-I think I can work with that.”

      “Perfect,” I said, grabbing my drink and moving down to the seat next to hers.

      That smell—lilac and lavender—returned. Damn, it was something else.

      “So spill it, delivery girl,” I said. “You somehow managed to procure a uniform and a fake ID and made your way backstage to see me and give me a package.”

      I chuckled again, remembering what was inside of it when I finally opened it after the show.

      “I’ll treasure those crumpled-up fashion magazine pages until the end of my days,” I said with a grin. “They were really something special.”

      “They were the only magazines I had laying around,” she said. “Plus they were super old. I haven’t read a fashion magazine since college.”

      I raised my palms. “Hey, no judgment here,” I said. “But that’s not answering the question. Did you really go to all that work just to see me for a few seconds?”

      “Why?” she asked. “Flattered?” She flashed me a sly grin.

      “I’m going to hesitantly say ‘yes,’ hoping that you’re not a stalker.”

      “Very gracious of you,” she said, that sexy little smile still on her lips.

      “Still avoiding the question,” I said.

      “Okay,” she said. “I had a reason that I wanted to see you. And it wasn’t just to bask in your presence.”

      “Wouldn’t blame you if that were it, though,” I said with a grin of my own.

      “Someone’s cocky,” she said.

      “Comes with the job,” I said.

      “Anyway,” she said, her smile fading and her eyes drifting back down to her drink.

      I could tell she was a little embarrassed, so I decided to take things back to basics.

      “How about this,” I said. “You’ve got me at a bit of a disadvantage.”

      “Oh?” she asked, looking back at me.

      “Yeah,” I said. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

      “I suppose you’re right about that,” she said.

      She extended her hand. “I’m Kendra Peters.”

      I took it and gave it a slow shake. Her skin was warm and soft as silk.

      “Johnny Maxton,” I said. “Now, we know for sure that you’re not a delivery girl. If that’s not your game, what is?”

      “You heard of Avalon Records?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Can’t say that I have.”

      “We’re a local label, based here in Seattle. And we’re kind of small operation, only a handful of people on the payroll.”

      “And you’re one of them?” I asked.

      “You could say that,” she said. “I’m the owner.”

      I raised my eyebrows, impressed. “That right?”

      She smiled. “That’s right,” she said.

      “Got any bands I’d know about?”

      “Hmm,” she said, looking away and tapping her chin with her fingertip. “You know Doom Gaze?”

      “Nope.”

      “The Peace Walkers?”

      “Nope.”

      “Bloodborne?”

      This one sounded familiar.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I know them—they’ve come up on my music app shuffle a few times. Hard as hell, good sound.”

      She smiled again. “They’re amazing,” she said. “And I think they have what it takes to really make it.”

      “I bet you say that about all the bands you’ve got,” I said.

      “You bet I do,” she said, her shyness gone and her voice full of confidence. “I wouldn’t sign them if I didn’t think they were amazing.”

      “Exactly how a label owner should be,” I said. “But if the rest of bands you’ve got are like Bloodborne, then you’ve got some pretty heavy stuff. Not exactly the easiest, chart-friendly stuff to put out there.”

      “If I cared about pop music, I’d be down in LA working for one of those soulless labels like Redemption.”

      Then her eyes went wide as she realized what she’d said.

      “No offense,” she said.

      “None taken.”

      Part of me wanted to get into my issues with that particular outfit, but I decided not to. Though I’d have been lying if I’d said that something about this girl didn’t make me feel very open.

      “When I started Avalon, I wanted to have a label that didn’t put restrictions on my acts. I want them to make the music they want, to let artists just be artists.”

      Damn, that sounded nice.

      “And how’s that going for you so far?” I asked.

      “Not bad,” she said. “Sure, we’re still small. And it’s a ton of work. But it’s worth it. And I’ve got an ear for good music. I just know that before too long one of my bands is going to make it big.”

      “Good attitude,” I said. “I hope that’s the case.”

      I took a sip of my drink and looked forward, my eyes on the racks of bottles behind the bar. Listening to Kendra talk about “artists being artists” had put me back to when I was younger, back before Memphisto was even formed. Back when I didn’t even know what the word “demographics” meant.

      “I bet you’re thinking about all the reasons why I might not make it,” she said. “I bet you’ve been around long enough to see all sorts of flame-outs in the music industry.”

      “No,” I said. “That’s not it at all.”

      I didn’t know if it was the whiskey, or her, or both, but I was about ready to get into what was on my mind.

      “Then let’s hear it,” she said. “I may not be a good delivery girl, but I can be a pretty good listener.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “You’re just making me nostalgic, is all.”

      She cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been in this game for a while now,” I said. “Started out playing acoustic songs at coffee shops when I was still in high school. And when I wrote my songs, I wrote whatever came to mind.”

      “Or to heart,” she said.

      I nodded, allowing myself a small smile.

      “I like that,” I said. “Better way of putting it. Anyway, I didn’t even think that there was a different way to do it. Sure, when I met the rest of the guys and formed the band, I learned all about collaborative songwriting and how to work with other musicians—”

      “Manage other egos…” she said, trailing off.

      “Yup,” I said. “But never did I think I’d have to worry about writing songs for anyone but myself.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “And that’s different now?”

      “Redemption,” I said. “The label. They want me to take the band in a new direction.”

      I could tell she was now very, very curious.

      “Why? I mean, you guys are selling out stadiums. I’d say the direction you’re in now is working out pretty damn good.”

      Music to my ears.

      “And I love all your stuff, not to sound like a fangirl,” she said.

      “That’s what I thought, too,” I said. “That we were bigger than I’d ever thought we’d be. But our manager wants us to go in a more, uh, mainstream direction.”

      “How mainstream are we talking here?” she asked.

      “Better that I just show you,” I said.

      I took out my phone, opened the video app, and typed “Luv Syndrome Devil” into the search bar.

      I set the phone down on the bar, catchy pop tunes pouring out as the Korean guys, all of them looking like they were still in high school, sang and danced their hearts out.

      “Oh, Luv Syndrome Devil,” she said, pointing at the screen. “They’re huge! But they’re about as far away from your sound as I can imagine.”

      She took another glance at the screen. “Or, uh, your look. No offense, but you guys aren’t exactly in high school anymore.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s totally insane. I don’t know exactly what our manager has in mind, but it’s going to totally wreck our sound. Says he wants us to be catchier and shit.”

      I killed the rest of my whiskey and ordered another. Kendra ordered another beer for herself.

      “It’s like these jackasses have no idea how music works.”

      “No kidding,” she said. “They think that they can make one band so big that they appeal to everyone. But when you appeal to everyone, you appeal to—”

      “No one,” we both said at the same time.

      She smiled, and I allowed myself one too.

      “Damn,” I said. “You really get it. You a musician too?”

      “Nope,” she said. “My parents are. They’re no one famous, just two people who’re insanely talented. I didn’t get their skill as players, but I got the music bug all right. I can appreciate the art, even if I don’t make it myself.”

      “And that’s why you’re in the game you are now. You really get it.”

      “I like to think so,” she said.

      I raised my glass. “Then let’s have a cheers. To art, in its most un-fucked-with form.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” she said.

      We tapped the rims of our glasses, and the night was on.
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      I had all the opportunity in the world. The words were on the tip of my tongue. Hell, the business cards were in my purse. And with his talk about how unhappy he was with his label, it was almost like he was crying out for someone, anyone to offer him precisely the thing that I had in mind.

      But I didn’t do it. I was having too much fun with Johnny to bring business into the equation. It would’ve been like bumping into some perfect guy in line at the grocery store, making an instant connection, then ruining it by telling him about some great investment opportunity.

      Though in this case, the perfect guy wasn’t just anyone—it was one of the biggest rock stars in the world. I found myself continually glancing around the bar to see if anyone had noticed who was sitting only a few feet away from them. But no one seemed to notice.

      “Check out this one,” said Johnny, swiping through the video app on his phone and bringing up another K-Pop video, this one featuring all girls.

      We’d been watching videos on his phone for the last half-hour, laughing at the over-the-top—but somewhat charming—performances.

      “Ohhh,” I said, scooting close to him and getting a better look at the screen—not to mention taking advantage of the chance to close the distance between us. “They all look very peppy.”

      “They’re called ‘Lion Tiger Kiss,’” he said.

      “How do they come up with the names for these groups?” I asked.

      “Probably close their eyes, open a dictionary to three random pages, and point,” he said.

      I chuckled. “Wouldn’t be surprised.”

      He pressed play, and the girls did their thing.

      The performance was on a massive stage, intricately lit with green, purple, and red lights. The girls sang some upbeat, peppy number as they danced around in coordinated outfits composed of short-shorts and belly shirts.

      “What do you think the odds are that they’re lip-synching?” he asked, flicking his icy-blue eyes over to me for a second.

      “About a million percent,” I said.

      He let out a snort of a laugh as we turned our attention back to the screen. I tried to pay attention to the poppy display, but all I could think about was how I was sitting close enough to feel the heat from Johnny’s body and to smell his gorgeous, musky scent. Not to mention the fact that our knees were touching below the bar.

      He hit pause, stopping on a close-up of a girl mid-song.

      “That’s about all of that I can take,” he said. “There’s some craft there—don’t get me wrong—but it’s like the music equivalent of melting candy bars and shooting them into your veins.”

      “And I heard they pick these girls out from masses of teenagers and swap them out as soon as they hit their mid-twenties, then just pretend it was the same girl the whole time.”

      “Uh-oh,” he said. “Something else I gotta worry about.”

      “That’s right,” I said with a smile. “You might show up backstage one day and meet your twenty-one-year-old replacement.”

      He laughed. “I’d kick his ass. Besides, I think I’m looking pretty okay for someone who’s turning into an old man.” He was grinning.

      I laughed. “Old man? You’re what, thirty?”

      “Thirty-one,” he said. “Old enough that I’m starting to actually think about it.”

      “You’re fine,” I said. “Think of how many of those huge rock bands from the sixties are still performing.”

      “True,” he said. “But I’m not exactly thrilled about the idea of being a geriatric still shimmying around the stage in a pair of leather pants.”

      “As long as the crowds are still there,” I said. “There are certainly worse fates for a musician.”

      “True, true,” he said, taking another sip of his drink.

      I couldn’t get over the effect Johnny had on me. I’d known that I was attracted to him from the videos and pictures that I’d seen, but sitting here next to him was something else entirely. He was gorgeous and charming and funny, and the tipsier I got, the more I found myself thinking about what he’d look like naked.

      Very, very good, I bet, if those thick biceps were any indication.

      Not to say I wasn’t having fun with him there at the bar. Despite being a major celebrity and me having all the reasons in the world to be nervous around him, he was easy and effortless to talk to. It was a connection that couldn’t simply be explained by the booze.

      Johnny turned off his phone and slipped it back into his pocket. As he did, I glanced around the bar, still confused as to how no one had come up to ask him for his autograph.

      “This might sound weird,” I said. “But don’t you think it’s unusual how you haven’t been recognized?”

      “Nah,” he said. “I’ve got this down to a science by this point.”

      “Really?” I asked, picking up my drink. “How’s that?”

      “When you’re a performer, you have to learn how to get into stage mode, right?” he asked.

      “So I’ve heard,” I said, thinking back to bands I’d known who’d said similar things.

      “Well, blending in when out in public is the same thing. You just turn that off.”

      “I’m still confused.”

      “Celebrities and rock stars always have a certain…swagger to them,” he said. “Something that makes them draw the eye, even when they don’t want to.”

      “The ‘X’ factor,” I said.

      “Right,” he said. “That ‘certain something,’ that ‘je ne sais quoi.’”

      Man, French sounded impossibly sexy coming out of his mouth.

      “So, when I go out,” he went on, “I do all I can to tamp that down. I dress nondescript, slump my shoulders, and avoid eye contact. You’d be surprised how well it works.”

      “I guess I am,” I said.

      “Think about it—would you have noticed me if I’d just sat down and ordered a drink, not talked to anyone?”

      “I could kind of tell it was you,” I said. “But then again, in my line of work, I have to be on the lookout for people who can’t help but have that special something.”

      “True,” he said, conceding the point. “But the results speak for themselves.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” I said. “Speaking of which—why are you here?”

      “Like, here with you?” he asked. “Because I like talking with you.”

      He smirked, letting me know he was doing some teasing.

      “You know what I mean,” I said, playfully touching his forearm and noting how taut it was.

      “You mean why am I sitting here in a quiet bar having a couple of drinks instead of in a pile of groupies right now?”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “The rock star lifestyle has its perks.”

      “And perkies, I’m sure,” I said with a grin.

      “Cle-ver,” he said, matching my grin with one of his own. “But seriously, lately I can’t even summon up the excitement to do all that hedonistic crap. The other guys in my band, however, are all about it.”

      “So you’re into peace and quiet,” I said.

      “Not always,” he said. “I still love being on stage—not exactly the most peaceful place in the world. But I started going for walks after shows in whatever city I happen to be in and grabbing a couple of drinks at low-key bars, and it’s been nice. I get to wake up without a pounding headache while I scramble to get ready for the next leg of the tour.”

      “Johnny Maxton,” I said. “The AARP rocker.”

      He laughed. “Hey,” he said. “Bust my balls about it all you want. But it’s how I ended up here talking to Jane Bond, secret agent delivery woman.”

      I smiled. “Good point.”

      He glanced toward the entrance.

      “Speaking of walks,” he said, “feel like getting out of here?”

      Whoa. Was Johnny Maxton asking me to leave with him? I knew what this meant, and I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “Like, ‘back to one of our places’ out of here?”

      “Sounded like the thing to do,” he said.

      Part of me knew that getting involved in that way with a rock star wasn’t the smartest move. But I didn’t care. I had one of the hottest men in the world picking me up, and I wasn’t about to say “no.” I was a grown woman, and I was confident that I could appreciate this fleeting moment for what it was.

      “Sure,” I said. “That sounds nice.”

      “Then let’s not waste any time,” he said.

      Before I could offer, he pulled out his wallet, withdrew a few twenties, and tossed them onto the bar.

      “Ready to hit it?” he asked.

      I was more than ready. And more than ready for anything else he had in mind.

      He got up, extended his hand to me, and I took it, a devilish grin on my face at thoughts of what the rest of the evening had in store.
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      The air was a little brisker than it had been when I’d arrived at the bar. A chill ran through my body, and Johnny noticed, slipping his arm around my shoulders and pulling me close.

      He felt so good against me that I wanted to scream. Instead, I bit my lip in quiet anticipation.

      “Nice night,” I said.

      “It is,” he said. “Quiet, too. At least as quiet a city like Seattle can get.”

      “I know you’re from the Pacific Northwest,” I said. “But where exactly?”

      “Small town called Pine Bluff,” he said. “Right on the east border of Oregon.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Small-town boy makes good.”

      He smirked. “Actually, ‘small’ might even be going too far. Place had a population under ten thousand.”

      “Damn,” I said. “Bet you were eager to get out of there.”

      “At the time, I sure as hell was,” he said. “I hit thirteen, and all I could think about was getting to Portland or Seattle or LA. Now that I’m a little older…”

      I raised my eyebrows, curious what he had to say next.

      “Now that I’m a little older,” he repeated, “I’m wondering if it was so bad. It was quiet, sure, but what’s wrong with that? And God, the nature—it’s incredible. I could spend days in all those open spaces. When you go from city to city like me, you forget about how nice being surrounded by nothing but trees can be.”

      Then he shook his head, and I wondered if he felt as though he was revealing too much.

      “What about you?” he asked. “Where are you from?”

      “You’re looking at it,” I said, gesturing to the city around us. “Grew up in Delridge, moved downtown when I was eighteen and haven’t looked back.”

      “A city girl, huh?” he asked.

      “Very much so.”

      We continued on, my head eventually settling on his shoulder.

      “So,” he said. “We might want to flag down one of those taxis—my hotel’s on the other side of town.”

      “You mean your hotel that’s probably filled with groupies and drugs?”

      He chuckled. “That’s the one.”

      “Probably not the best place in mind if you want some quiet.”

      “Good point,” he said. “Got a better idea?”

      We approached an intersection, and I pointed down it at a five-story building a little way down the road.

      “See that place?” I said. “The one with the red brick.”

      “Sure do.”

      “That’s me.”

      “That right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Then it seems like it was meant to be.”

      Johnny stood in front of me, his blue eyes piercing and clear even in the low light of the evening. His hands were on my hips, and his lips looked so delicious, so inviting.

      He must’ve thought the same thing about mine, because his next move was to lean in and kiss me.

      He tasted like freaking heaven. Heat ran through me as soon as his lips touched mine, and for a brief moment, I worried I might melt right there at the intersection. I fell into his kiss, feeling so good in his hands.

      Johnny’s mouth opened a bit, his tongue slipping past my lips and into my mouth. I eagerly reciprocated, our tongues playing with each other, the taste of whiskey and sex flowing over my palate.

      Then he took his mouth from mine, leaving me stunned and speechless in the best way possible.

      “We ought to get moving, then,” he said. “Because what I want to do with you next isn’t fit for a public display.”

      Oh, man.

      Truth be told, he could’ve told me he wanted me right then and there in the middle of the street and I would’ve been down. Instead, he took me by the hand and led me across the street toward my building.

      It was only a short trip down, but it ended up taking a little longer due to our inability to keep our hands off one another. It seemed like every five steps we had to stop for some serious, deep kissing. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so ridiculously turned-on by a man.

      Finally, we reached my building, a converted town-home built in charming early 20th-century style. I took out my keys with hands that shook with anticipation. Part of me was a little worried that Johnny would think I was just another overexcited fangirl, but I didn’t care. All I could think about was what was going to happen when I got him up to my apartment.

      A quick trip up the steps later and the door to my place was open. I flicked on the lights, revealing my small but charming and cozy one-bedroom apartment.

      “Nice place,” he said, his black boots thumping as he stepped into the apartment.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Probably not as nice as the penthouse suites you’re used to, but it works for me.”

      He stepped up to me, a sinfully sexy expression on his face as he put his hands on my hips.

      “There’s only one thing on my mind right now, and it’s not penthouse suites.”

      I gulped. “And what might that be?”

      “Getting you out of those clothes and into bed.”

      Oh man. Oh man, oh man. I felt like I was about to jump out of my skin with excitement.

      “Then let me take you to the bedroom,” I said. “Don’t want you to get lost trying to find it.”

      He chuckled as I took him by the hand, and seconds later we were there. I turned on the lights, revealing a somewhat messy space, piles of vinyl here and there, the walls decorated with band posters.

      “Nice stacks,” he said, stepping over to the vinyl.

      He moved over to one of the stacks and squatted down, eagerly flipping through what I had.

      “Damn,” he said. “Earl of Grey’s first EP? You’re the first girl I’ve known who’s had this in her collection.”

      He continued to sift through the albums. And as he did, I slowly took off my T-shirt and tossed it aside.

      “Shit,” he said. “And every Gravestone album? I’m impressed.”

      I couldn’t help but grin at how excited he was about the music. I unbuttoned my jeans and pulled them down my slender legs, soon in nothing but my matching red bra and panties.

      “You’re more than welcome to peruse,” I said. “But I think I’ve got something else that might catch your eye.”

      “And what might that b—”

      He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes falling onto my nearly bare body as I stood with my hands on my hips, one leg crossed over the other.

      “You’re…you’re right about that.”

      For the first time since I’d met Johnny, he seemed actually taken aback. The effect that my body had on him struck me, but before I could spend too much time pondering it over, he was up and on top of me.

      He went right into kissing me hard, his fingers moving over my bare, flat belly and down to the waistband of my panties.

      “This is very, very nice,” he said. “But we still have a little more work left to do.”

      He hooked his thumb under the waistband and began taking them down my hips.

      “Ah, ah,” I said, wagging my finger. “You first.”

      He knew just what I meant. With a sly smirk he let go of me and took hold of the bottom of his hoodie, pulling it and the white shirt on underneath off over his head. I gasped at the sight of his sculpted upper body, the perfect, toned muscles decorated with a tapestry of stunning, colorful tattoos. I bet that each one had its own story, its own special meaning.

      But that would be for another time.

      My hands shot to his black leather belt, and I eagerly got it along with his zipper and button undone. Johnny helped things along by stepping out of his boots, and soon he was in nothing but a skin-tight pair of black boxer-briefs, his trunk-like quads looking to be on the verge of busting out of the fabric. And that’s to say nothing of the outline of his massive erection.

      A rock star with the body of a gym rat—I was in heaven.

      “Now,” he said. “Where were we?”

      He pulled me into his embrace, his hands working on my bra clasp and quickly getting it off with the skill of someone who’d done it many, many times before. It occurred to me that I was about to be one of many, yet another notch on the bedpost of Johnny Maxton. But I didn’t care. I wanted him so freaking bad I could hardly stand it.

      My bra was off, and my breasts were bare, my small, pink nipples hard. Johnny leaned down and took one nipple into his mouth, lashing it with warm kisses. When he’d given one sufficient attention, he went to the other, squeezing my breast and kissing that nipple, too.

      I let out a sigh of pleasure, my hands running through his ink-dark hair as he buried his face in my breasts.

      His lips moved down, kissing the outlines of my abs. He took hold of my hips, lifted me off my feet, and set me onto the bed with a playful toss, my hair spreading out around my head.

      Then he loomed over me like a prey animal about to pounce. I was ready for him, the tight, wet heat between my legs a clear message from my body.

      “Come here,” I said, beckoning him with my finger.

      “What the lady wants, the lady gets,” he said.

      He moved with a sexy swagger, staring at my body, and I spread my legs to accommodate him. Johnny’s hand went back to the waistband of my panties, and this time I let him take them down. His strong hands started stroking the inside of my thighs, caressing and teasing my delicate skin. Moving closer and closer to where I wanted them to be.

      “Yes, Johnny. Please,” I said. I looked down at him, a sly smile on his face.

      Without breaking my gaze, he began stroking my clit. I closed my eyes and leaned back, enveloped in the sensation building in my core. My back arched as the feeling intensified.

      Johnny continued stroking me and propped himself up on one elbow, this already-thick, ink-covered muscles even more taut from the tension of supporting his weight.

      “Damn,” he said. “You’re beautiful.”

      I blushed, chewing on my lower lip in anticipation.

      Then the time for talking was over. I yanked down his boxer-briefs, his enormous erection springing out. I’d read rumors about Johnny’s penis size, but seeing it in person was something else. It was gorgeous and hard and just for me.

      “Come on,” I said, taking his erection into my hand and stroking it. “I need it.”

      Johnny was happy to oblige. He reached down, took hold of himself, and with a slow, deep driving of his hips, entered me.

      The feeling was…simply incredible. He filled me exactly how I wanted, warmth and pleasure spreading out from between my legs as he buried himself to the hilt.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned, moving my hands over his back.

      His face focused into an expression of tight, pleasured concentration as he withdrew and entered me again. Then again. Then again.

      Each full plunge pushed me deeper into an ecstatic trance. I wrapped my legs around his slim hips and kept him close, his body solid and warm. He continued, and I alternated my gaze between watching him enter me over and over and watching his muscles flex and tense with each thrust.

      His pace picked up, my breasts bouncing wildly as he made love to me harder and faster. Soon the orgasm that was on the horizon before he even entered me was on the verge of happening, and in the middle of another steady, fast thrust it broke loose, filling my body with white-hot pleasure.

      “I’m…I’m cu—”

      It was all I could get out before the pleasure took hold of me and forced my face into a tight wince.

      Right at the peak of my orgasm, Johnny came, too. He looked so gorgeous, and I drank in the sight of him as my own climax ebbed and flowed.

      When we were done, he fell at my side, both of our chests rising and falling. He slipped his arm around me and held me close, and between the excitement of the day and the other kind of excitement I’d just been through, I was out like a light, my head resting comfortably on his warm, solid chest.
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      I woke up the next morning feeling rested and refreshed. But when I reached my arm over onto the other side of the bed, my eyes still closed, I laid my arm down onto nothing.

      For a moment, fear gripped me. I worried that my night with Johnny had been nothing but a very, very nice dream. I opened my eyes and saw that, sure enough, there was no one in the bed with me.

      But it couldn’t have been a dream—it was all so real. As the sleepy grogginess left my mind, memories of last night came back. It was real, all right, no doubt about that. But as soon as I’d convinced myself of this, another thought appeared in my head.

      Had he loved me and left me?

      Johnny Maxton was a rock star, after all. Sleeping with adoring fans then slipping out under cover of night was probably as natural to him as breathing. I scanned the area around me for a note or something that would’ve indicated that he hadn’t just left without a word.

      Right as a mild panic began to creep into my gut, however, I sniffed and smelled…something. I sat up and sniffed the air again, now able to make out the scent of something delicious in the air. I plopped my feet on the ground and prepared to head out of the bedroom, but a glance at the mirror reminded me that I was still totally naked.

      Once I had on a short, thin robe, I opened the bedroom door and was greeted with a few very wonderful sights and smells and sounds. Along with the scent of cooking food, there was music in the air, some 60s folk album that I’d forgotten I owned. With the door open, I could make out the scents of eggs, sausage and hash browns.

      And standing at the stove, wearing nothing but his boxer-briefs, his gorgeous body on full display, was Johnny himself.

      “Morning,” I said, my voice still sleepy.

      He glanced over his shoulder, a smile spreading across his handsome face.

      “Morning,” he said. “Was wondering when you were going to get up.”

      “Well, you gave me a lot to recover from last night,” I said with a grin.

      I checked the clock and saw that it was a little after eight.

      “Pretty early for a rock star,” I said. “I would’ve figured your wake-up time would be in the PM hours.”

      “Nah,” he said as he turned his attention back to the cooking food. “Maybe ten years ago you would’ve been right. But these days I’m all about getting up early. Well, early-ish.”

      “That right?” I asked, surprised at his answer.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Day goes a lot more smoothly when you get can up at a decent hour, maybe start it with a run. Better for the creative process too, believe it or not.”

      “I’m finding you’re full of surprises,” I said.

      He flashed me another grin. “Got some coffee going, too.”

      “Now, that’s about the best possible thing you could’ve said,” I told him as I marched over to the coffee maker, my eyes locked on the outlines of his muscles.

      I poured myself a cup and sat down. “So, what’re you cooking?”

      “Just something simple with what you had in the fridge.”

      “Can’t even remember what I had in there, now that you mention it,” I said. “There was meat?”

      “There was meat,” he said with a smirk.

      My eyes moved over Johnny’s form again. There sure was.

      After another minute or two, he loaded up a couple of plates and set them down on the table.

      The food looked…pretty amazing, actually. The eggs were fluffy and scrambled, topped with melted cheese and a dusting of oregano. The sausages were cooked to crispy perfection.

      “Go ahead,” he said. “Dig in.”

      I took a bite and was pleased to see it was all as delicious as it looked.

      “You look surprised,” he said before loading up a forkful of his own and wrapping his lips around it.

      “I’ll admit,” I said. “It’s a little surprising to see that the lead singer of a hard rock band can make the best scrambled eggs that I’ve ever had in my life. But then again, I suppose cooking’s just another form of art.”

      “You can thank my mom for all this,” he said. “She’s a damn wizard in the kitchen.”

      “Your parents are still around?” I asked.

      “Yep,” he said. “Still living in Pine Bluff.”

      “And you’re close with them?”

      “I am,” he said.

      Then his expression fell.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      He shook his head, getting rid of his frown.

      “Nah,” he said. “Just thinking about how damn long it’s been since I’ve been able to see them. I always tell myself I’m going to see them at least a few times a year, but once the tours get going, the months just fly by.”

      “Doesn’t help that they live out in the sticks, too, I bet.”

      “Nope,” he said. “I keep offering to buy them a place in Portland, or somewhere at least a little closer to civilization. But you know how old-timers can be.”

      “Not my old-timers,” I said.

      “That right?” he asked.

      “Yep. I told you how they were musicians, right?”

      “You did.”

      “And they’ve got the opposite problem as you—I couldn’t get them to settle down if I tried. As soon as I moved out, they sold all their stuff and started traveling the world. Last I heard they were in Thailand playing music for tourists on some beach.”

      “Worse ways to spend your golden years,” he said.

      “True, but I miss the old farts sometimes,” I said.

      I looked down to see that my plate was totally clean. “This was so good.”

      “There’s more,” he said.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” I helped myself to seconds and sat back down.

      “I never get to eat like this,” he said. “When I’m on tour, it’s all venue food or whatever junk I can wolf down on the way from the arena to the airport. Forgotten how good something simple and hot and home-cooked could be.”

      “You’re right about it being good,” I said. “I need to be careful about eating too much, or I’m going to pop.”

      He let out a dry chuckle.

      I was pleased to see how easy it was to sit and chat with Johnny. Part of me last night had been worried about what the morning would be like, if things would be awkward in the bright light of day. But it wasn’t like that at all—we’d settled into pleasant conversation like we were old friends who were catching up.

      Then a tinge of sadness ran through me. As fun as this might’ve been, it was going to end any second. After all, Johnny was on tour.

      I decided not to let the question linger in the back of my mind.

      “I bet you need to get going soon, huh?” I asked.

      He raised his eyebrows, his mouth in a slight smirk. “Why, trying to get rid of me?”

      “No,” I said. “Not that at all. Just trying to figure out how much time we have left together before you need to leave to Portland or LA or wherever you’re going next.”

      He set down his fork, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “What?” I asked, curious as to what was on his mind.

      “What if I told you that I didn’t have to leave today?” he asked.

      “I don’t even know,” I said. “I’d just assumed you’d be off after breakfast.”

      “Not so,” he said. “We’re heading to Salt Lake next, but we’re not due in until tomorrow.”

      I allowed myself to become cautiously excited. “That right?”

      “Mhmm,” he said. “So, if we did happen to decide to spend the day together, would you have anything in mind that you’d want to do?”

      “Depends,” I said.

      “On?”

      “If you feel up for some nature.”

      “Always,” he said.

      “You heard of Cougar Mountain?”

      “Nope,” he said. “But it sounds ferocious.”

      “It’s one of the best parks in the state. And very close to the city. I’m thinking that you and I could head out there, go for a nice, long walk, maybe bring along a little something to eat. Then once we’ve been rejuvenated by the majestic sights and sounds of nature, we can figure out something else fun to do.”

      “That sounds absolutely perfect,” he said.

      “Then it’s settled,” I said. “Let’s finish up and clean the kitchen and then…”

      I trailed off, the sight of Johnny’s sculpted body now too much to bear.

      “And then?” he asked.

      “Then I can take you back into the bedroom and properly thank you for making breakfast.”

      He laughed before taking a bite of his eggs. “You’re on.”
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      The fresh air had been just what I’d needed. I stopped in my tracks and closed my eyes, feeling the warmth of the sun on my face through the towering branches of the pines around us.

      And it was so freaking quiet. There was lilting birdsong here and there, along with the occasional rustling of a woodland creature running across the forest floor. But other than that, there were no sounds aside from our footfalls and the cool, refreshing breezes that gently rocked the branches above.

      “You okay back there?” asked Kendra, stopping a dozen or so feet ahead of me.

      “More than okay,” I said. “I feel like I’m in heaven.”

      She smiled, her gorgeous eyes locked onto me. “Happy to hear it.”

      Kendra was dressed in tight blue jeans and a flannel shirt which she’d long removed and tied around her waist, revealing a sleeveless white shirt. Her blond hair was up in a ponytail, and she looked the perfect blend of outdoorsy and sexy as hell.

      We continued along, making our way down the trail.

      “So,” she said. “What would you be doing right now if we weren’t hanging out?”

      “Hmm,” I said, considering the question. “Probably out with the guys. They’ve probably taken advantage of the fact that we don’t have anything to do today, so they’re all craving the hair of the dog right about now.”

      I went on, watching her body move.

      “We’d be in some dingy dive bar doing some day drinking and getting ready to drunkenly wander around the city and figure out what kind of trouble to get into.”

      “You don’t sound too thrilled by the idea.”

      “That obvious?” I asked.

      “That obvious.”

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong—I love hanging out with the guys. They’re like brothers to me. But…”

      “The rock star lifestyle wearing kind of thin?”

      “At least the hedonistic parts,” I admitted. “I still love playing music, still love sharing my art with my fans. But the boozing and the groupies and the parties… Yeah, I’m getting a little tired of all that. Not to mention what I was talking to you last night about what our manager wants to do with us. That new direction.”

      “That’s too bad,” said Kendra. I could tell she meant it.

      “And the worst part is that it’s not just him. It’s Marcus, too.”

      “‘Marcus’ as in ‘Marcus Thorne’? Your rhythm guitarist?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “He’s all about trying to push us to the next level of fame. Though I’m starting to wonder if it’s more about money at this point. He’s all about our manager’s ideas. It’s freaking weird—never in a million years would I ever have thought any of us would care about anything other than the music.”

      “People change,” she said as we both stepped up onto a tree that had fallen over the trail. “You’re proof of that.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said. “I’ve changed in one way, him in another. Still weird to think about.”

      I shook my head, realizing that I was rambling.

      “What about you?” I asked. “How would you be spending this insanely nice Saturday afternoon?”

      “Hmm,” she said as we continued on. “Probably lazing around the apartment, recovering from last night. I’d have some delivered bagel-and-egg sandwich in my belly instead of your awesome breakfast. Then I’d check in with my bands, make sure their schedules were all lined up for upcoming shows. Then maybe swing by a few local clubs later in the evening, see if there’s any talent sneaking around the city that I don’t know about.”

      “Working on a Saturday,” he said. “That’s dedication.”

      “I love it,” she said. “Don’t even really consider it work. I just know that one of my bands is going to make it big one of these days, and each day I work brings me closer to that.”

      Between this and what she’d already said about letting her artists play the music they want, I was starting to wonder if I had the wrong manager. I grinned as I pictured the look on Marcus and Rick’s faces if I were to tell them that Redemption was done, that I’d found some local girl to take over from here on out.

      We kept on down the trail. Before too long, my stomach started to grumble.

      “I’m right there with you,” she said, glancing at my belly. “What do you say about stopping for lunch here in a minute?”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      We continued on along down the trail, eventually coming to a clearing, the grass bright with sunlight.

      “Looks perfect to me,” I said.

      “Yep,” said Kendra. “Good place for some vitamin D.”

      I slung the pack off my back and began taking out all the things we’d brought. There was a small bag with some sandwiches we’d picked up from a place on the way, along with some fruit juice and chips. Kendra got the blanket all spread out and soon we were ready to eat.

      “Roast beef or turkey?” I asked, holding up the sandwiches.

      “Roast beef, please,” she said. “Turkey doesn’t have any place outside of a Thanksgiving table, in my opinion.”

      I smiled and handed the sandwich over to her.

      “Can’t say I agree with you there,” I said. “Turkey’s a damn good meat for any occasion.”

      She grinned. “Then gobble, gobble. And bon appétit.”

      I unwrapped my meal and set into it, the sun warming my face. Kendra and I chatted as we ate, occasionally sneaking kisses from one another. I couldn’t get over how easy it was to talk to her, how effortless our conversations were. That spark that I’d felt between us when I first saw her backstage hadn’t been nothing—there was really…something between us.

      Something that scared me and thrilled me all at once.

      When we were done, we cleaned up and let the food settle. I sat back on my hands, Kendra laying her head on my leg and looking up at the sky. I could’ve stayed there all day—hell, all weekend—just Kendra and me and the calm woods around us.

      And that’s when the realization hit me—this was all going to end, and sooner than I’d want. Tomorrow I’d be back on the road, my day with Kendra only a memory. This was just a brief vacation from reality, and as much as I was enjoying it, I knew I needed to keep that in mind.

      I felt like I had to say something.

      “Listen,” I said.

      “What’s up?” she asked, the light of the sun making her eyes the same color as the grass around us.

      “I don’t want to kill the mood or anything, but I don’t think this is going to last any longer than today.”

      Her expression sank a little bit, and I went on.

      “I’ve been having a great time with you, and if things were different, there’s no damn doubt that I’d want to see where this thing between us might go. But…things aren’t different. I’m on tour. I’m going to be gone tomorrow, and I just want to make sure we’re both on the same page about this.”

      My stomach tightened, which was strange as hell—I’d never been one to be afraid of laying things out for girls like this. And I’d had to do it many, many times over the years. Plenty of one-night flings woke up in the morning thinking our evening was going to result in my making them Mrs. Johnny Maxton, and I’d gotten used to letting them down.

      Kendra was different, though. My words weren’t lies, and I was genuinely worried about making her upset.

      She sat up and brushed her hair out of her eyes. “I get it.”

      “You do?”

      A small smile took hold of her features.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I do. You are talking to a label owner, remember? If anyone knows about the lifestyles of musicians, it’s me.”

      She looked away for a moment before turning her eyes back to me and going on. “And I’ve even dated a few of them, so I really, really, know how it is.”

      Relief spread through me.

      “Good,” I said. “Because I want to be honest with you. Like I said, maybe if things were different, but as it stands right now, I’m not exactly boyfriend material.”

      “Oh,” she said smirking and raising an eyebrow. “Hadn’t even considered the possibility that I might not be interested in being the girl of the great Johnny Maxton?”

      I chuckled. “Didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Oh, please,” she said, clasping her hands together and speaking in a theatrical tone. “Please, Mr. Maxton, don’t leave a poor maiden like me behind! Surely, our lovemaking meant something to you? Why, whatever will I do without your powerful, masculine presence—I am but a woman after all!”

      I laughed and gave her a playful shove. “Okay, okay. I get it.”

      She let her hands drop to her sides and spoke normally.

      “I get it too,” she said. “And I’m just busting your balls. I appreciate it, I really do. But yeah, like you said, this is all going to end soon, so let’s just enjoy it while we can. And at least we’ll have some nice memories.”

      “I like that,” I said, leaning in and kissing her again.

      She put her head back on my leg, and we sat in silence again.

      But, for all my talk about this being a transient moment, a part of me wished that the day would never end. As good as it felt to be honest with each other, I knew a part of me would always regret leaving Kendra behind.
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      We were back in the city, and I was behind a small shopping cart, pushing it down the aisles of my local natural foods store. Johnny was back at my place, waiting for me to come home with ingredients for the dinner I’d promised him that night.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he’d said. “I’m happy to make some more food.”

      “Nah,” I’d said right back with a smile. “And have that debt hanging over my head? No way—I’m going to get us nice and square for those killer eggs you made this morning.”

      Just like I’d hoped, he hadn’t put up too much of a fight. So, there I was, shaking my hips as I picked out ingredients. I’d been pretty darn crafty about what I was going to make tonight, too. On the car ride back, I “happened to” bring up our favorite meals. He went on about the chicken parmesan his mom used to make, and lucky for him, that happened to be one the few dishes I knew how to prepare.

      I grabbed the breadcrumbs off the shelf and tossed them into the cart. After I did, I decided that some music was just what my shopping trip needed. I slipped my phone out of my pocket and opened my streaming music app.

      And, of course, Memphisto was right there in my “recommended” section. I knew how corny it was to listen to the music of the guy I was seeing. Or spending the weekend together. Or whatever we were doing.

      But I didn’t care. I pulled up their first album and hit play, the grinding but melodic guitar riffs of “Cold Wind,” the first track, filling my ears.

      It was good, just as good as the first time I’d heard it all those years ago. The guitar intro slowly melted into Johnny’s voice, his tone passionate yet tough at the same time. I closed my eyes and let myself get swept away in the pulsing beat and his beautiful words, the music coming to a lull right before the explosive chorus.

      Right as the chorus hit, however, I felt a poke in my back. I turned to see an irked-looking older woman stuck behind me and my cart in the narrow aisle. I realized that I’d gotten so carried away with the music I’d forgotten where I was.

      “Sorry,” I said with a sheepish smile as I took out my earbud and shimmied over to the side.

      The woman made her way past as my face turned a deep shade of red.

      I quickly gathered the rest of the ingredients, along with a bottle of red wine, paid, and headed back to my apartment. Once I was there, I stopped short with my keys in front of the lock. Through the door I could hear the faint strains of guitar music, a gorgeous voice drifting over the notes.

      Holy shit—Johnny Maxton was playing music in my apartment, on my guitar. I was so thrilled that I nearly dropped my bag of groceries. But I held onto them, closing my eyes as I listened to him sing over the fingerpicked chords.

      At first, I listened to the music as a fan, simply enjoying the music for what it was. But the longer I stood there, the more the businesswoman in me came out. And I realized that the song he was playing was not only really damn good, but it was also exactly something I could imagine hearing on the radio. It was sweet and beautiful and catchy all at the same time. And the chorus was pure magic—I could already tell it was going to be stuck in my ear.

      The song ended with one last, drawn-out chord, and I finally put my keys in the lock and opened up.

      “There you are,” said Johnny as he set down the guitar and got up.

      He stepped over to me, taking the grocery bags from my hands.

      “I see you found the guitar,” I said.

      “That I did,” he said. “Hope you don’t mind, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Don’t mind one bit,” I said. “In fact, I heard a little of what you were playing.”

      “Oh, did you now?” he asked.

      “I did. Was that a cover? It’s something I’ve never heard before.”

      “Nope,” he said. “Just something I came up with.”

      He set the bags down and peeked inside.

      “Hey now,” I said. “I told you dinner was going to be a surprise.”

      “Fine, fine,” he said. “I did spot a couple bottles of wine in there—mind if we crack one of those bad boys open?”

      “Go for it,” I said. “Just as long as you pour me a glass.”

      “That I can handle.”

      He opened up the wine as I took out the groceries.

      “So,” I said, getting everything lined up for making the food. “You ever run that song by your manager?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I went through the basic outline of it.”

      “Then it’s going to be on your next album, right?”

      He chuckled as he sat down at the table with his wine. “Nope. Rick said it didn’t have commercial appeal.”

      My eyes nearly popped out of my head from the shock.

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “No commercial appeal? Is he crazy? That sound should be blowing up the charts!”

      “Hey,” he said. “You don’t need to convince me—I like the stuff I write. But shit. We’ve given so much up with Redemption. It’s crazy to me that I have to run tracks by our manager for his okay, but that’s part of the contract we signed.”

      The groceries all laid out on the counter, I crumpled up the bags and tossed them into the trash.

      “I mean, I can imagine that song on the radio, on streaming,” I said. “Hell, I can even imagine it remixed and put to a beat for the club charts.”

      He let out a dry laugh. “You sure know how to butter up an artist. Figures you would, considering your line of work.”

      “I’m not buttering you up,” I said honestly. “And yeah, I know how to encourage artists when they’ve got a killer sound on their hands. But I also know how to be straight with them when they don’t. You don’t have to worry about me holding back when it comes to matters like this.”

      “Fair enough,” he said.

      Then he tried to peek around me to get a good look at the ingredients.

      “Hey now,” I said, spreading my arms in front of them. “You’re going to ruin the surprise.”

      He flashed me a smile. “Fine, fine.”

      He stepped over to my laptop and began scrolling through my music player.

      “You want me to put something on while you cook?” he asked. “I’m taking requests.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got one—keep playing the new stuff you’ve been working on. I want to hear what your manager’s been depriving us of.”

      Another laugh. “Sure. What the lady wants, the lady gets.”

      Johnny plopped down onto the couch, heaved the guitar onto his lap, and began tuning the strings down to a deep, low tuning.

      I turned back to the ingredients as he began playing. Johnny’s next song was just as good as the first. It was a melodic, fingerpicked folk-inspired sound, the lyrics about what sounded to me like memories of growing up in eastern Oregon. And unlike the grinding, aggressive rock of Memphisto, this work was calmer, more mature. You could tell that it was written by someone who’d been in the game for years.

      It was so good that I found myself stopping in the middle of getting the ingredients ready and just listening, swept away in the poetry and the beautiful guitar work. Johnny was a genius, the kind of talent you dream of finding when you run a label. Songwriting and melody and catchy hooks came naturally to him, like he couldn’t help but write a song and have it be amazing.

      And he was being wasted at Redemption Records.

      I flipped open the cookbook and started preparing. But my mind was focused on getting Johnny, on what I could do to bring him over to my label. Strangely, I was having doubts about it. Not whether I wanted to have him signed—that was a no-brainer—but whether or not I wanted to ruin this wonderful day we were having by bringing my sales pitch into it.

      It was odd. Normally I had no issues about making the hard sell. But Johnny was different.

      I knew I needed to step carefully, but I wanted to make him mine. In more ways than one.
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      I continued to play, and before too long the delicious scent of cooking food filled the air.

      “I can smell what seems to be some amazing marinara,” I said, setting the guitar down and picking up my glass of wine.

      “Damn,” she said, flashing me a smile over her shoulder. “You know, there’s something to be said about waiting to be surprised.”

      “There’s also something to be said about guessing right,” I said.

      “Let me guess—you were the type of kid who went through all his wrapped presents at Christmas and shook them until he could figure out what they were.”

      “You got me,” I said before tipping the glass back and drinking down the rest of the wine. “Never one for surprises.”

      “This will be a good one,” she said. “Promise. And there might even be some dessert in it for you, too.”

      She turned back to the kitchen counter, and I watched her work. My eyes drifted over her figure, and I realized that there absolutely was something sweet that I was craving.

      I got up and poured myself a fresh glass before topping off Kendra’s. Then I stepped up behind her, wrapped my arms around her waist, and kissed her softly on the delicate slope of her neck.

      “Oh,” she said. “Tingly.”

      “In a good way, I hope,” I said, taking my lips from her for long enough to speak.

      “In a very good way,” she said. “In fact, too good—you’re going to get me to mess this dinner up.”

      But her body told a different story. She closed her eyes, letting my lips move along her neck, down to her shoulder. My hand went up her shirt onto her bare belly, and I felt her ass begin to grind into my package.

      Then a low, growling rumble sounded out from my stomach. Looked like my body was telling a different story, too.

      “Your little friend down there wants one thing,” she said. “But your gut’s saying something else.”

      I laughed. “Fair enough. We can finish this later.”

      “We most certainly will,” she said with a coy, sexy grin before turning her attention back to the food.

      I picked up my glass and headed over to her vinyl. After some sifting, I took out an album by Tech Noir, one of my favorite 80s electro-pop albums. I set it on the player and got it spinning.

      “Oh, my God,” she said, over the opening thump of the beat. “Is this Tech Noir?”

      “You know it,” I said, plopping back down onto the couch, kicking off my boots, and laying back.

      “I get so much crap from my friends for loving this stuff,” she said. “But I don’t care—it’s awesome.”

      “That’s the problem of having good taste,” I said, crossing my legs as I got comfortable. “You get out of synch with other people very quickly.”

      “No kidding,” she said. “And it’s so weird—this stuff was on the top of the charts. That means people had to know it was good.”

      “Some people like stuff just because it’s popular. Then when it’s not popular anymore, they move onto the next thing they’re told to like.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got some experience with this,” she said.

      I chuckled.

      “You could say that,” I said. “But the good stuff is timeless. You could put on this album in a hundred years, and those who know what’s up would be dancing along with it in their space boots, or whatever it is people wear in the future.”

      She let out a chiming laugh.

      I watched as Kendra shook her perfect little booty to the music, the swaying of her hips putting me into something like a trance. I let the sight of her body in motion and the wine do their work on me, a smile spreading across my face as they did.

      Soon the apartment air swirled with delicious scents, my stomach now growling nonstop.

      Another thought occurred to me as Kendra made dinner. What I had now—a beautiful girl making me dinner, a cozy little apartment where I could relax and listen to music, and an acoustic guitar to pick away at—this was the closest I’d ever felt to being at home in years.

      “So,” she said. “How does my humble pad compare to your place?”

      I couldn’t help but grin. It was like she was able to read my mind.

      “Truth be told,” I said. “I barely spend any time there. I’m on the road so much it’s more like an occasional crash pad and party venue.”

      “Let me guess,” she said. “It’s one of those giant LA apartments in some new condo, one with floor-to-ceiling glass walls, white floors with occasional black accents, stainless steel furniture, and modern art and contemporary furniture that someone else picked out for you.”

      I pictured my place, and she had it dead-to-rights. “Now how on earth did you know that?”

      She sent another smirk my way. “I’ve met a few musicians who’ve made it big. All the guys end up getting the same type of apartment.”

      I sat up and took a sip of my wine.

      “It’s funny,” I said. “Having a cool LA pad was one of those things I dreamed about when I was just getting started. I pictured a place with a killer view, giant TV, and all the instruments I could ever want. And then when our first album started selling like crazy, and Redemption forked over more money than I’d ever seen to sign us, it was the first thing I bought.”

      “Yeah?” she asked. “And how was it?”

      “For the first few weeks, it was amazing,” I said. “But then I got used to it, and the novelty wore off. I remembered thinking after the first month ‘what the hell am I supposed to do with all this space?’ Not like I had a family or anything to use it. Now it feels more like a hotel that I don’t have to pay for.”

      Another sip.

      “So,” I said, looking around her apartment. “It may be bigger than yours, but yours feels more like an actual home.”

      “Good answer,” she said. “Makes me feel better about living in a shoebox.”

      The album ended right as Kendra put the food into the oven.

      “Okay,” she said. “Help me pick out what we’re going to listen to next.”

      “You’re on,” I said.

      Kendra and I hurried over to her stacks. We spent the next half hour as the food cooked talking about her music, going over bands we liked and finding out that our tastes were more similar than I would’ve guessed. The girl knew her music, and I was pretty damn impressed.

      And whenever she’d turn her attention to the albums, I found myself glancing over at her, unable to stop staring at her flawless, stunning features. She was something else.

      Right as we settled on an album, the timer went off.

      “Done!” she said. “You put the tunes on, and I’ll get the food ready.”

      “Deal,” I said.

      “And set the table while you’re at it,” she said with a good-natured grin.

      I gave a little salute before setting to it.

      However good the food smelled before, now that it was done, it was so intense that my mouth was watering like crazy.

      “I can’t believe how hungry I am,” I said as the album played and I set the table. “Must’ve been all that hiking.”

      “Well, there’s more than enough for the two of us,” she said. “So don’t be shy.”

      Kendra squatted down in front of the oven, the heat from inside rushing out as soon as she opened the door. She took the tray out, turned around, and set it in the middle of the table.

      “Ta-da!” she said, spreading out her oven-mitted hands like she’d just performed a magic trick. “Chicken parmesan.”

      “My favorite!” I said. “How did you know?”

      “You mentioned it earlier.”

      “And you remembered,” I said.

      “Of course, I did,” she said. “I’m in the artist-pleasing business, you know.”

      I watched as she scooped a heaping serving onto my plate, the mozzarella molten and delicious.

      “Consider this artist pleased,” I said.

      She smiled, and I could tell that she was happy that I was happy. Once she had her plate loaded, I dug in and eagerly shoved a forkful into my mouth.

      “How is it?” she asked as I chewed.

      “As good as it looks,” I said. “Better, actually.”

      “You know just what to say,” she said with a cheeky grin.

      “I’m not being nice,” I said, going in for another bite. “This is so good I want to cry.”

      She laughed. “I wouldn’t think less of you if you did.”

      We ate, chatting about nothing in particular. And as we did, I found myself thinking about what I’d said back at the park, about how I wasn’t boyfriend material, and how the day that Kendra and I were sharing would be nothing more than a nice memory.

      I began to think about maybe…wanting more. A girl like her wasn’t a groupie who happened to be decent company in addition to being cute. She was more than that. First of all, she wasn’t a groupie, and second, she was more than just good company. There was something special between us, a connection that I couldn’t deny despite only knowing her for a short time.

      But I realized that while I was now being honest about what she and I had, I was also right about why it wouldn’t work. I was a musician living a life on the road. What could I actually hope to have with her—a long-distance relationship where I could occasionally pop in for a day here and there?

      No, it wouldn’t work. Maybe when my contract was up in a couple of years, when I had more free time and didn’t need to spend nearly every waking minute of my life either on tour or coming up with music for the next album.

      Two years. I knew it would go by in a flash. But I also knew that a woman like Kendra was a catch, through and through. There was no way that a woman like her wouldn’t get snatched up in the meantime. Hell, she could be married by then.

      I polished off my plate and went back for more. No, I was right. This would all have to be nothing more than a pleasant memory, despite me wanting it to be much, much more.
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      “Okay,” I said, approaching Johnny with two plates. “The tiramisu isn’t homemade—not by me, at least—but it’s pretty damn good.”

      “Tiramisu’s tiramisu,” he said, taking one of the plates and setting it next to his coffee.

      “Local bakery,” I said. “And they do a pretty damn good job.”

      He sliced off a corner and popped it into his mouth. I watched him eat, eager to hear what he had to say.

      “Well?”

      “Just great,” he said. “Remember, I’m used to fast food and those little cut-up sandwiches that come served on plastic trays with clear lids. So all of this is like manna from heaven.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “Happy to give you a little break from life on the road.”

      The folk music played as we ate our dessert and sipped our coffee. When we were both done, I took the plates and set them aside before laying back and resting my head on Johnny’s leg like I’d done in the park. Despite the man being made of solid muscle, he still managed to be very comfy.

      But as comfy as I was, as much as I loved the feeling of his arm wrapped around me, I hated the elephant in the room. Soon he was going to be gone, and I’d be alone again.

      It was funny—I’d always told myself that being alone was fine, that it was normal for a woman like me with the career that I had. And I’d even managed to convince myself that it was true. Hell, it wasn’t hard with the string of shitty dates that I’d been on over the last year or so.

      Now that I was with someone like Johnny, someone with whom I had an actual connection, I was realizing how lonely my life could feel sometimes, and how I’d used work to ignore all of that.

      It was going to be hard going back to my normal routine, but there wasn’t any other option. After all, Johnny had even gone out of his way to make sure that I knew anything more serious between us simply wasn’t possible. And that was a lot from a man who surely had loved-and-left more girls over the years than I even wanted to think about.

      No, I needed to get my mind right. Enjoying the time we had left was important, but I knew I had to keep in mind that it was going to be over soon, and to get ready for that moment tomorrow morning when he stepped out of my door, never to be seen again.

      But then there was the other matter—the business one. Johnny had said enough about how disappointed he’d been with his current manager and the rest of Redemption Records. Maybe there wasn’t a chance of us being anything more romantically, but what about professionally?

      That music he’d played—it was so good that it almost seemed like a crime to keep it hidden from the world because of some contract and some tasteless manager.

      “Sun’s setting,” said Johnny, his eyes on the window. “You don’t happen to have a way to get onto the roof of your building, do you?”

      “Why yes, I do,” I said. “Come on. I’ll lead the way if you grab the wine.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said.

      Johnny grabbed the second bottle of wine along with the corkscrew and followed me out of the apartment. There was a pull-down ladder on my floor, and I gave it a yank, a wooden staircase descending from the ceiling.

      He gestured for me to go first—still being a surprising gentleman—and soon the two of us were up on the roof.

      “Damn,” he said, stepping toward the edge. “Not a bad view you’ve got up here.”

      He wasn’t wrong. From my roof I could see the towers of downtown Seattle, the lights of the skyscrapers twinkling on one by one. The Space Needle loomed overhead in the other direction, and the sky was a gorgeous orange all around us, wispy clouds streaking here and there like cream poured over orange sherbet. Directly above us was a deep, dramatic purple, the faint outline of the moon visible and surrounded by glittering stars.

      “This is something else,” Johnny said. “I’d be up here all day if I lived here.”

      If he lived here… I shook my head, finding it hard to believe that I was already thinking about such a subject.

      “Yeah, it’s nice,” I said. “I forget about it sometimes. But don’t you have a great view of LA?”

      “It’s not bad,” he said. “But you can only look out onto winding highways so many times before it loses its charm.”

      We sat down near the edge of the roof, Johnny’s arm slipping around my shoulders as he poured the wine.

      “You like living there?” I asked.

      “Well,” he said. “It has its ups and downs. Sometimes it feels like living in the center of the universe, but other times it’s like living in a dirty, congested hellhole.”

      He shook his head. “Got no other choice, though. Part of my contract requires that I at least have a place in the city.”

      “They can make you do that?” I asked.

      “They can make you do damn near anything with the right legalese,” he said. “I mean, it’s not like I’m trapped there—I could rent out a studio while owning a real home wherever I wanted. But like I said, it’s not like I spend that much time at home anyway. Having two places wouldn’t make a damn bit of sense.”

      There was the issue of his contract again. I’d told myself that I wasn’t going to broach the subject and that I’d try to keep business out of our day. But I couldn’t help it any longer. After all, this had all started because I wanted to get Johnny onto my label. With what he’d had to say, I realized that I’d be stupid to not at least give it a shot.

      I took a deep breath and spoke. “Have you…ever thought of leaving your label?”

      “Huh?” he asked, turning his blue eyes away from the sunset toward me.

      “You know, going independent—getting away from the big labels and all their bullshit.”

      He playfully narrowed his eyes, picking up right away what I was suggesting.

      “Why?” he asked. “You don’t happen to know a beautiful and charming young woman who happens to own her own label, do you? Bonus points if she’s a good cook and killer in bed.”

      I blushed.

      “Seriously,” I said. “You sound like you’re miserable with Redemption. They’re taking you and the rest of the band in a direction that you hate, and that sound you’ve been working on is the opposite of what your manager wants. It makes perfect sense to go with someone who will actually give you the artistic freedom you want. Someone…like me.”

      He said nothing, turning his gaze back to the sun. I put my hand on his back and decided to make the sale.

      “Think about it,” I said. “Imagine—one year from now, and you’re coming back to the world after months alone in some cozy Oregon cabin working on your new songs. Now they’re ready, and it’s time to share them with the world. We record them, and you’ve got total control over the process—you pick the studio, the producers, the artwork, and everything else. When the album comes out, it’s you from top to bottom, start to finish.”

      “Go on,” he said, a twinkle in his eye.

      “Then the album comes out. It’s a limited release, but it sells out right away, of course, the first thousand or so autographed and turning into collector’s items as soon as the last box is out the door. Then it’s time to tour. You’re playing across the country, but not doing some insane stadium thing with a million stagehands and security guards and groupies everywhere—”

      “What about sneaky pretend delivery women?” he asked with a grin.

      “We’ll see about those,” I said, matching his smirk. “Anyway, no stadiums. Instead, you’re playing small clubs, coffee shops, secret shows wherever you want them. Hell, you could play in a park if you wanted. Crowds no bigger than fifty. Just like when you started out. Then when you’re done, the next album comes when you want. No rush to whip it up, no massive record label’s bottom line to worry about.”

      “And no K-Pop influence,” he said.

      “Not unless that’s where the muse takes you,” I said through a smile.

      “Sounds…really fucking nice,” he said, tucking his dark hair behind his ear. “Like a dream.”

      “Doesn’t have to be a dream,” I said. “It can happen with Avalon. It can happen tomorrow.”

      He said nothing as he took a slow sip of wine. My heart thudded in my chest as I awaited his answer.

      “I’d love it,” he said. “But it can’t happen.”

      My heart sank, despite knowing deep down what a Hail Mary it was. “Why not?”

      “You know that contract I mentioned?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It has words in it that keep me bound to Redemption for the next two freaking years.”

      “Can’t you break it?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But there’s a forfeit clause in there.”

      “And what does it say?”

      “If I break the contract, then I lose everything—the rights to my music, the royalties, the payments for the tours. I’d be out on my ass with nothing to show for it. And not just me, but the rest of the band. I’d be totally screwing them.”

      “Figures they’d have you tied down like that,” I said. “Those big labels don’t leave anything to chance.”

      “Bet yours doesn’t lock artists in,” he said.

      “You’d win that bet,” I said. “Just like any relationship, both parties need to be free to come and go as they please. What’s a friendship or a romantic relationship if you’re being forced to stay in it?”

      “Right,” he said.

      “And the relationship between a label and the artist has to be the same way. I keep my bands on one-album contracts. They sign, do the work for that album, and if they want to stick with me, we sign another contract. If not, we go our separate ways. And I’d never imagine screwing them out of royalties. That’s disgusting.”

      “You’re making an even better case,” he said. “But like I told you, there’s nothing to be done about it. Unless I want to bring down the rest of Memphisto with me, I’m stuck with Rick and the rest of Redemption.”

      He shook his head. “Still can’t believe I signed that damn thing,” he said. “Back then I was a stupid kid with my first taste of fame. All they had to do was dangle the money and gear and girls and world tour in front of me, and that was it. Didn’t even bother to read what I was getting into.”

      “Jackasses,” I said.

      “But it’s done,” he said before finishing the rest of his wine. “Nothing to do now but see it through. Not like it’s all bad—I’m not deluded enough to forget that there are thousands of bands out there who’d kill to be in my spot.”

      “You’re right about that,” I said.

      “Maybe in two years,” he said. “If I’m not totally burnt out on music by then.”

      “Two years is a long time,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said, leaning closer to me. “Which is why I prefer to think about the here and now.”

      “Is that right?” I asked with a sensual smile. “And what do you have in mind for the here and now?”

      “Come here and let me show you,” he said, bringing his lips to mine.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

        

    
    






          Kendra

        

      

    
    
      There was something special about his kiss. It made perfect sense, considering how strong this connection of ours was. His taste, his touch, his everything worked in perfect tandem to send a rush of pure ecstasy through my body the moment his lips touched mine.

      With the brilliant sunset in front of us, we kissed long and deep. In that moment I forgot all about my label and the fact that Johnny was going to be gone soon. All I thought about was the sensation of his lips on mine, his big, strong hands on my body. His touch was enough to make me feel strong and safe and sexual.

      Soon his hand was under the hem of my shirt and moving up, up, until it reached the bottom of my bra. A tight, aroused feeling took hold of my down below, my heart beating faster and my flesh tingling.

      I did some exploring of my own, my hand coming down on his inner thigh and moving up until I could feel the outline of his manhood through his jeans. He let out a soft, pleasured growl at my touch, and I knew that meant he wanted more.

      “We’re about five minutes away from putting on a little show here,” he said.

      “You’re right about that,” I said back.

      “Want to move inside?” he asked.

      I glanced around me, seeing that there were no windows around us close enough for others to get a look at what we were about to do.

      “Nah,” I said. “The weather’s perfect.”

      “What the lady wants,” he said, echoing his earlier words. “The lady gets.”

      “Then come here and give it to me.”

      We went right back into kissing, taking piece after piece of clothing off. Johnny had the presence of mind to take the blanket that we’d brought with us and unroll it, and soon we were lying next to one another, our lips locked as we embraced.

      It didn’t take long before we had each other down to our underwear, and then nothing after that. Johnny took his lips from mine for long enough to look me up and down.

      “You’re so damn gorgeous,” he said. “I’ve never been with a woman like you before.”

      “High praise,” I said with a grin.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “There’s something about you, Kendra—something I can’t ignore. And I don’t know what it is.”

      “I feel the same way,” I said.

      But there was nothing else to say. Talking about it would just lead us to the same dead end about how we were about to be out of each other’s lives for good. And there were more fun things we could be doing than talking about that.

      Johnny kissed me again, his warm, rough hand moving along the gentle curve of my thigh. I could feel the callouses on the tips of his fingers as he touched me, rough bits of skin earned through hours of playing the guitar.

      Soon his touch was between my legs, then higher, then higher, until it was right where I wanted it. I took in a quick gasp as he lightly stroked my clit, the warm tingling spreading as soon as his hand was there. Then he spread me open and entered me, pleasure shooting out as he did.

      I grabbed onto the smooth, solid muscles of his back and pulled him close as he stimulated me, his erect manhood rubbing against my leg. I reached down and took hold of it, stroking him slowly as he moved in and out of me.

      “More,” I purred. “I need more.”

      His fingers were wonderful, but they weren’t enough. I needed more and knew that there was only one thing that could fill me the way I wanted.

      But I wasn’t willing to wait for Johnny to do it. I placed my hands on his broad, strong shoulders and rolled on top of him, my breasts right in front of his face. He quickly took advantage of this view, leaning forward and covering my nipples with hot, wet kisses.

      Pleasure running through me, I licked my palm before reaching down and wrapping my hand around his solid, massive member. I pulled my hips up and positioned myself right above him. Then, his manhood wet and ready, I slowly lowered myself onto him.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned as I filled myself with his many inches.

      Soon, he was buried inside of me. I held fast for a moment, leaning forward and resting my hands on his square, ink-covered pecs. A small, sexy smile curled his lips, and I could tell that he was loving what was happening.

      I started slowly, rocking my hips back and forth and, as before, giving myself some time to adjust to how damned big he was. But soon I was wet and wrapped around him, gripping him tight. Johnny’s hands moved down from my breasts, coming to rest on my hips, holding me firm and guiding me up and down onto him.

      He knew just how to touch me, just how to hold me. I leaned back, letting my hair fall down my shoulders as I rocked gently on top of him. Johnny’s eyes eagerly scanned over the sight in front of him, and I could tell that he was very, very much enjoying the sight of my body on full display. And knowing this turned me on even more, knowing how much he wanted me, how much he desired me.

      Moans of pleasure began to escape from my lips as I rode him. Soon my pace picked up, and I went from gentle rocking to hard riding, my breasts bouncing wildly as I brought my hips down onto his member over and over again.

      Johnny’s hands went from my hips to my ass, grabbing it hard and continuing to guide me. How he wanted me was exactly how I wanted him, and soon I felt ready to cum, and cum hard.

      “Yeah, baby,” he growled. “Just like that.”

      “You like that?” I asked.

      “You know I do.”

      And I did.

      My riding took on a fevered, frenzied pace as I continued. And soon my climax was right there, feeling so close that I could’ve sworn I was able to reach out and touch it.

      Before I could think too long about it, however, the orgasm burst through me, I moaned and screamed, my hips still bucking on top of him. Then Johnny came, unloading himself inside of me, the small, pulsing explosion pushing me to new heights of pleasure.

      Soon it was done, and all I could do was collapse on top of him, my body sheened with sweat and my hair draped over him like a blanket.

      We said nothing while we recovered. He wrapped his arms around me and held me close. No words were necessary. Our bodies had said all that needed to be said.
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      After our fun on the roof, the two of us gathered up our clothes and snuck back into the apartment.

      Kendra chuckled as we sat down on the couch, both of us still naked. Her laugh made her breasts shake in a way that I couldn’t help but notice.

      “Something funny?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just imagining opening up some gossip blog tomorrow and seeing you and me on the front page.”

      I winced internally, but the idea was pretty funny. I’d been caught in some indecent situations before, and this would be one more for the books.

      “We looked pretty isolated up there,” I said. “Hopefully no one was watching with a telescopic lens.”

      “I guess we’ll find out,” she said.

      The evening was well on by this point, and even though I hated to admit it, I was tired.

      “What do you say we get into bed, throw on some crappy movie, and chill out?” I asked.

      “Sounds good,” she said. “But I was just wondering how long it’d been since you’d taken a nice, long bath.”

      Now there was a question.

      “I can’t even remember,” I said. “I’ve got a hot tub at my apartment, but I can’t think of the last time I’ve used it.”

      She smiled.

      “Then it sounds like you’re due,” she said. “Besides, we’re both already naked. And I’ve got three screws worth of sweat on me, and so do you.”

      As much as I liked the idea of her sex scent lingering on my body, she was right. I’d be feeling pretty grimy come morning.

      “You relax, then,” she said. “I’ll get the bath going.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      She got up, planted one more soft kiss on my forehead, and headed to the bathroom. I watched her go, my eyes on her perfect, heart-shaped ass.

      Soon the tub was running.

      “Come on in,” Kendra said.

      I stepped into the bathroom just in time to watch her slip into the water.

      “Big tub,” I commented.

      “Small apartment, big tub,” she said. “Not sure how that happened, but I’m not complaining.”

      “Me either.”

      I climbed in, the bubbles surrounding me right away. The hot water was like heaven on my muscles, which were sore from all the activity of the day.

      “Oh, man,” I said, the water doing its work. “This was absolutely the right call.”

      She flashed me a smile.

      “Part of my job is watching out for my talent. You creative types sure know how to work yourself to the bone, and sometimes you need someone to step in and tell you to take it easy.”

      “Hope that doesn’t mean you’re taking baths with all of your bands?”

      She flicked some bubbles at me. “Only you get that special honor.”

      And what an honor it was. Her blond hair hanging wet and heavy on her delicate shoulders, her face glistening with water, she looked like something out of a damn dream. I felt like I could’ve written an entire album about how damn beautiful she was and not even have scratched the surface.

      Maybe I’d give it a shot. Nothing like a gorgeous muse to get the creative juices flowing.

      We soaked for a long while, and by the time we were all pruny and clean, she and I were both ready for bed. No sooner had we dried off, Kendra and I curled up under the covers, got comfy, and I was out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sleep was better than any I’d gotten in as long as I could remember, but it went by far too quickly. It seemed like as soon as I closed my eyes and nuzzled up to Kendra, I was out and back up, my phone blaring in the other room.

      I slipped out of bed and checked it. Three missed calls from Rick, followed by a block of frantic texts.

      “Where are you?????” the last one read. “We need to be in Salt Lake by three!!!”

      I checked the time, shaking my head in annoyance when I saw that it was only a little before nine. We had plenty of time, and Rick was just being an obnoxious worrywart.

      I fired back a text.

      “Was spending some time with a friend in the city. I’ll be at the hotel in an hour.”

      The response came a second later.

      “Don’t leave like that without letting me know where you’re going!! This is my tour too, you know!”

      Yeah, I knew—the dick never passed up the opportunity to remind me.

      I didn’t bother to respond to Rick. My thoughts were more focused on the fact that there was a girl in the other room, still sleeping, who I was never going to see again.

      My clothes were in the bathroom, and I slipped into them, going back to the bedroom after I did. I stepped over to Kendra’s side of the bed, where she still lay curled up and sleeping.

      Damn, she looked like an angel. I’d planned on waking her up and giving her a proper goodbye, but now that I was here and ready to do it, I couldn’t bring myself. The idea of looking into her eyes as I told her goodbye, knowing there was a very good chance that I’d never see her again, was too much for me to take.

      So, I made a decision—I’d let her sleep. I leaned in and gave her a soft kiss on the forehead, drank in the sight of her one last time, and left.

      As soon as I shut the apartment door, the lock automatically clicking behind me, I felt an instant melancholy.

      I’d told Kendra that our time together would soon be nothing but a memory. And now it officially was, I wished it was anything but.
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      “Thank you, San Francisco!”

      I slung my guitar over my shoulders and looked out over the packed stadium. The place was a zoo, the crowd roaring for yet another encore. But after this show and the one in Salt Lake the day before, I wasn’t in the mood.

      Stone stepped over to me, leaned in, and spoke.

      “You feel up for another?”

      I shook my head.

      “No way,” I said. “Two encores are all I got in me.”

      I turned my attention back to the crowd, spotting some wide-eyed kid who couldn’t have been more than ten in the front row. His eyes were fixed on me, and once he’d noticed that I’d spotted him, his mouth dropped open a little bit.

      “Come on, Johnny,” said Marcus. “Rick wants us to give the crowds as many encores as they want!”

      “Shows how much he knows,” I said over the roar. “You know the trick is to always leave them wanting more.”

      Cole hopped down from the drums and joined in.

      “Yeah,” he said. “You don’t want to stay on stage until they get tired of you.”

      I grabbed my guitar by the neck, unplugged it, and stepped over to the kid.

      “Yo!” I said, squatting down. “What’s your name?”

      He was frozen in place. His parents, who seemed just as shocked as the kid did, helped him along.

      “Tell him your name, bud,” said the father.

      “M-Mike,” he said, barely able to get out the single word.

      “Nice to meet you, Mike,” I said. “My name’s Johnny. You play guitar?”

      “No,” he said, still able to only get out a single word.

      I handed the guitar over to him, the kid so stunned that he didn’t know what to make of what I was doing.

      “You do now,” I said.

      “Oh, my God,” said the mom, clearly unable to believe what was happening.

      Mike took the guitar and held it in his hands like it was a relic of the saints. A huge smile spread across his face.

      “What do you say?” his father said eagerly.

      “Th-thank you!” Mike said. “Thank you so much!”

      I reached down and mussed the kid’s hair.

      “One catch is you gotta get really good. If I see you in the front row again down the road, I might ask you to come up for a solo, you got it?”

      Still beaming, Mike nodded.

      I turned to the parents while pointing to a nearby security guard who’d been watching the whole scene.

      “Go talk to Josh over there,” I said. “He’ll make sure you get out of here without getting mobbed.”

      The parents nodded, and Mike thanked me one last time before they all went off.

      “Look at that,” I said to Marcus. “Can’t play an encore without a guitar, huh?”

      Marcus shook his head as the rest of the guys and I waved to the crowd and headed off stage.

      The four of us made our way down the hall leading back to the green room, the space lined with screaming groupies, fans with backstage passes, and music journalists.

      I wasn’t in the mood for any of them. The guys took their pick of the groupies, but getting a girl was about the least appealing thing I could imagine.

      Truth is, I was still hung up on Kendra.

      Once back in the green room, the noise in the hallway now a faint hum, I plopped on the couch. My eyes went right to the bottle of whiskey I’d taken a shot from before the show. I grabbed it, pulled off the top, and took a long, slow drink.

      “Daaamn,” said Cole as I set the bottle back onto the table and wiped my mouth. “Someone’s not messing around.”

      I wanted Kendra. Hell, I felt like I needed her. But she was gone, back in Seattle and out of my life.

      So, if I couldn’t have her, I’d take oblivion. At least until I got her out of my system.

      “What’s the plan for tonight, boys?” I asked, my eyes drifting to Stone’s pack of cigarettes. “And mind if I get one of those?”

      Stone raised his eyebrows. “I thought you quit?”

      “I did. But tonight I’m in a rare fucking mood.”

      The real truth was that I wanted all the substances I could get my hands on, anything to get my mind off of Kendra. Chain-smoking and slamming shots of whiskey sounded like as good as any of a place to start.

      “We got a lead on a major party down in the Mission,” said Stone. “Looks like there’s going to be girls, drugs, and everything else.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “Then why are we waiting around here?”

      I stood up, the booze already doing its thing.

      “What do you think, girls?” I asked, addressing the bevy of groupies in the room. “You ready to fucking party?”

      The girls all raised their hands, whooping excitedly.

      I grabbed the bottle of whiskey, pulled the top off with my teeth and took another swig. Once I’d had enough, I tossed the bottle over to one of the groupies, some big-chested redhead. She clumsily caught the bottle and regarded it as though she wasn’t sure what to do with the thing.

      “Tonight’s not going to be for the faint of heart,” I said. “So get after it!”

      More woos from the girls and yells from the guys. The redhead finally got the message and took a cautious sip from the bottle. She tried to imitate my effortless swig, but only ended up getting a little into her mouth and a lot down her cleavage. Stone, seated next to her, was quick to “clean up,” to her delight.

      I got up and led the crew out of the back entrance of the green room, out to behind the stadium where crowds were already gathered around and screaming for us. A couple of limos were already there, and the entourage of groupies, journalists, and fans was in tow. Normally, I would’ve thinned the crowd, not wanting things to get too crazy. But tonight, I was in a different kind of mood.

      I wanted to get insane. But most importantly, I wanted to forget.

      Once the two limos were loaded up and ready to go, we pulled away from the stadium, music blasting out of the open windows. The sunroofs were opened up as soon as we got out onto the road, the groupies not wasting any time in sticking the top halves of their bodies up and screaming out into the city.

      “What is it with girls and always saying ‘woo’?” asked Cole as he tossed me a fresh beer before cracking one open of his own.

      “College-girl mating call,” said Stone with a smirk. “Lets you know what they’re looking to get up to tonight.”

      I took a sip of my beer, the haze from the alcohol settling over me and filling my limbs with a pulsing warmth. A second sip drained the rest of the beer, and I quickly crushed the can on my leg and tossed it onto the ground of the limo.

      Once that was done, I grabbed a nearby bottle of vodka and went to work on that.

      “Damn, Johnny,” said Cole. “You’re really getting after it.”

      “No shit,” I said.

      “Okay,” said Marcus. “Partying is fine but don’t get too wild. Everyone’s got a phone in their pocket, and the last thing we need is people taking shots of any of us getting up to anything shitty. We’re trying to clean up our image, remember?”

      “I’ll get up to whatever I want to get up to,” I said. “If anyone doesn’t like it, they can listen to whatever bullshit music they want.”

      A worried expression crossed Marcus’s face, but he at least knew better and kept his opinion to himself.

      I sat and drank as the limos drove down the evening streets of San Francisco. I could feel the energy in the air, and I was ready for whatever the night had in store for me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as one of the groupies, a blonde in a skintight black skirt and low-cut top moved over to my side and slipped her arm around my shoulders.

      “We don’t have to go party, Johnny,” she said. “We can drop everyone off at the club and take the limo for a nice, long ride around the city, just you and me.”

      I let out a snort of a laugh. Wasn’t hard to imagine what kind of “ride” she had in mind. But despite how easy this girl was making it, I couldn’t bring myself to be interested. There was only one girl I wanted, and she wasn’t in this limo.

      “Need my space,” I said. “Hands off.”

      Her expression turned from sultry to surprised in a blink, and she quickly did what I asked, taking her arm back and scooting away. Stone was quick to give her some attention, pulling her close and putting the smile back on her face.

      “Here we are,” said Cole as we pulled up to the club. The thumping of bass filled the car, and out in front was a huge crowd of people waiting for their chance to get inside.

      The doors to the limo opened, and we poured out. A crowd had already gathered around, eager to see who was in the limos. Judging by their screams, they were happy with the answer.

      The crowd screamed around us, but I strode through them, eager to get inside. Once the bouncers at the doors saw who was coming, they let us all in without a word, holding the doors open as we strode into the club.

      It was a huge space, a massive dance floor packed full of club-goers in the center. The club went up three more stories, and from the bottom floor, I could see that they were just as crowded as the first floor.

      A bottle of booze came out of nowhere and ended up in my hands. I didn’t waste any time tearing into it, draining as much as I could with a single pull.

      It was just what I wanted. Between the noise and the booze and the crowds, I didn’t have a single thought in my head. The band and the girls at my sides, I strode into the middle of the dance floor like a conquering hero. Every set of eyes latched onto me and went wide when they saw who I was.

      I took another swig from the bottle and let out a yell right as the bass dropped. Soon I was in the middle of the heaving crowd, dancing along with the rest of them.

      After a time, Stone pulled me close and spoke into my ear.

      “Yo, Johnny!” he said. “You feel like heading to one of the VIP rooms? Got more than just booze in there, if you know what I mean.”

      Then he flashed me a wicked smile. I knew what he meant, and I was down.

      “Let’s do it!” I yelled.

      The last thing I remembered before I totally blacked out was weaving through the crowds, the bass pounding in my head as Stone led me deeper into the depths of mind-erasing hedonism.
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      The first thing I was aware of when I woke up was the unbelievable pounding of my head. Next was the cool of the concrete where I’d passed out. Then was the voice of some woman, speaking in a detached, professional tone.

      “After being developed as a military fortification in the early 19th century, Alcatraz Island was refitted in 1934 as one of the most secure federal prisons in United States History.”

      My eyes still shut, I listened to the woman’s words with total disbelief. What the hell was she talking about?

      She went on, rattling off various bits of trivia. I knew the fastest way to get to the bottom of what was going on would be to open my eyes, but between my headache and the still-drunk feeling I had, I couldn’t bear to do it, not just yet.

      I needed a little more time to rest, maybe even a few more hours of sleep. The concrete I was on wasn’t comfortable, but it would do.

      “Holy shit!” came the voice of what sounded to be a teenage boy. “Is that—”

      “That’s Johnny Maxton!”

      So much for a little more shuteye. I forced my eyes open, letting out a groan as the harsh sunlight poured into me.

      “Yeah, that’s him,” said a woman. “What the hell is he doing here?”

      “That’s a good question,” spoke another woman, a voice a recognized as the first one.

      I rubbed my eyes and looked around me to see that I was lying on the floor of a dirty jail cell in what looked to be a prison.

      “Ugh,” I groaned. “My fucking head.”

      I felt like pure death. My head pounded, my stomach churned, and my skin felt like it was about to slide off my body.

      And, of course, standing in front of the bars of the cell was a tour group of about twenty people, a smartly dressed woman standing in front of them with a look on her face that made it clear she wasn’t at all amused by my antics.

      The crowd started talking eagerly among themselves followed by, of course, the sound of phone cameras snapping pictures.

      “No pictures!” I yelled out, barely able to speak the words as I struggled to my feet.

      I glanced down to see that I was shirtless, wearing nothing but my jeans and boots. It wasn’t the best look.

      “Hey,” shot out the tour guide. “I don’t care who you are. You’re in a restricted area. How did you even get in there?”

      “Lady, if you find that out, I’m the first one that wants to know,” I said.

      The crowd laughed.

      I put my hands on the cold bars. “Anyone feel up for a jailbreak? I’m no Birdman, but I’m sure we could pull it off.”

      More laughs.

      The tour guide shook her head and let out a sigh. “Stand back.”

      I slipped my arms out of the bars as the guide stepped over to a huge iron lever. She gave it a hard pull, the doors opening with a metallic grinding.

      “I’m free!” I shouted as I trotted out of the cell.

      More pictures.

      I turned to the tour guide.

      “As nice as this place is, I need to get out of here. Any chance of some help?”

      She sighed again.

      “Head back in that direction,” she said, pointing down past the long line of cells. “Ferry to the city comes every thirty minutes.”

      I gave her an unsteady salute before hurrying off. The crowd continued to talk eagerly as I left, the tour guide doing her best to get them to focus on the tour. My boots echoed against the concrete as I made my way down the hall.

      I’d always wanted to check out Alcatraz. Just never thought this was how I’d do it.

      My hand shot to shield my eyes as I reached outside, the sun so bright I thought I might melt. After adjusting, I reached into my pocket for my phone only to find out it wasn’t there.

      “Of course,” I said out loud to no one in particular. “It’s not a drunken night out unless you lose your phone.”

      Luckily, I knew Stone’s number by heart. I found the offices and convinced, with a wink and a smile, one of the female employees there to let me use her phone.

      “Holy shit!” came Stone’s voice on the other line as I stepped outside of the office. “You’re alive.”

      “That’s not a good sign,” I said, trying to keep myself steady. “What the hell happened last night?”

      “Uh, a better question would be what didn’t happen last night,” he said. “What exactly do you remember?”

      I closed my eyes and tried to think.

      “I remember the limo,” I said. “And then the club. And lots of booze. Then I remember walking through the crowd to the VIP room. And…that’s it.”

      “That’s it?” asked Stone. “You don’t remember anything after that?”

      “Not a thing.”

      “That’s…insane. Because the club was just the first part of the night. We kind of tore up the city last night, bud.”

      I didn’t want to hear about it. All I cared about was getting back to the hotel and trying to sleep off the rest of this hangover.

      Then again, I was a little curious about my surroundings.

      “How about this,” I said. “Why the hell am I on Alcatraz?”

      Stone burst out laughing on the other line. “Holy shit! You’re still there?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be? I just woke up twenty minutes ago.”

      More laughing followed.

      “Kind of a funny story, actually.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “Well, you got hammered last night,” he said.

      “No kidding. Got the hangover to prove it.”

      “Well, we were all partying at Carter Hawk’s pad.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “As in the actor?”

      “Yep, Mr. Three-Time-Oscar-Winner himself,” he said. “And you happened to knock over some very expensive, very ugly statue he had in his living room.”

      “Oh great,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about it—you didn’t break it or anything. Not that you’d notice with how the thing looked.”

      “Go on.”

      “You said something about going to ‘party foul prison,’ how you ought to get locked up. Carter said he had a helicopter and just the place in mind.”

      “Great,” I said.

      “Probably for the best you called it a night then,” said Stone. “The way you were putting the booze away I was surprised as hell you were still standing.”

      I didn’t even want to think about it. Just the idea of booze was enough to make me want to puke.

      “We don’t have a show tonight, do we?” I asked.

      “Lucky for you, J, we’ve got the day off. Tomorrow we’re back to LA for another show, then a few days’ break, then back on the road.”

      Another leg of the tour, another few months on the road. I couldn’t tell if it was the hangover or what, but I didn’t have it in me.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m going to get back to the hotel. No bothering me for the rest of the day.”

      “Get that beauty sleep, killer. You’re going to need it.”

      I ended the call and handed the phone back to the still-smiling girl.

      The timing was perfect—the ferry going back to the mainland was pulling up right at that moment. I hurried on board and found a seat in the shade and closed my eyes.

      As Alcatraz faded into the horizon and the ferry cut through the water, I realized how lucky I was. I’d been reckless last night, throwing caution to the wind and acting like a stupid, irresponsible kid. But I wasn’t a kid anymore. I couldn’t drink like a madman and wake up ready to go on stage the next day.

      I’d done plenty to at least attempt to steer my life in the right direction, and now here I was, throwing it all away.

      I knew the reason why, however—Kendra. She’d been all I could think about, and that had been the problem. I’d drank like I had because I wanted to forget. But that was no excuse. I was a grown man and couldn’t deal with my problems by boozing and getting up to God knows what else.

      Today I was waking up in Alcatraz. The next time it happened I might not be as lucky. I might fall asleep and never wake up, my fate being yet another one of those rock stars whose hard-partying lifestyle finally caught up with him.

      I wasn’t going to do it. As I sat on the ferry, my head pounding and my stomach raging, I vowed that last night would be the last time. No girl, no nothing would ever get me to act that way again.

      But then another thought occurred to me. It was all easy to say now, but living like a madman was the lifestyle I’d chosen. This all came with the territory of being a rock star. If I wanted to change my ways, I had to get out and not look back.

      The tours, the partying, the booze and the drugs—they all had to be put behind me.

      That meant I had to talk to Rick. I had to see what I could do to get out of this contract. Two more years of touring would take too much out of me, and who knows what would be left when I was done.

      It wasn’t going to be easy, but it needed to happen. My life might very well depend on it.
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      Banging sounded out from the hotel room door. As I opened my eyes, I couldn’t tell if it was a normal knock or if the remains of my hangover were making it worse.

      “Who is it?” I called out, my mouth half-muffled by the pillow.

      “It’s me,” came Rick’s voice through the door. “Want to talk to you for a sec.”

      Rick was the last person that I wanted to deal with at that moment. I’d gotten a few hours of solid rest once I’d gotten home from my Alcatraz adventure, but I hardly felt tip-top enough to have yet another conversation about demographics.

      “Come back later,” I called out.

      “Come on, J,” said Rick. “Just want to talk for a few minutes.”

      I wanted to grab the nearest lamp and heave it at the door, hoping that would send the message. But then I remembered what I’d been thinking about on the ferry, about how I needed to get out of all this.

      The sooner I talked to Rick and ripped the Band-Aid off, the better.

      “Fine, fine,” I said. “Hold on a damn sec.”

      I rolled off the bed and onto my feet, grabbing my shirt off the back of a nearby chair and pulling it on. I took a look at myself in the mirror, the stress I’d put my body through last night making me look haggard as hell.

      Finally, when I was ready, I opened the door. Sure enough, there was Rick on the other side, dressed in one of his expensive suits, a tablet in his hands.

      And on the tablet, of course, were pictures of me taken that morning at Alcatraz, the shot in mid-stumble as I left my cell.

      “You want to explain what the hell this is?” he asked, coming into my room and shutting the door behind him.

      “I heard sleeping on hard surfaces was good for the back,” I said as I twisted open a bottle of mineral water.

      “Cute,” he said. “But seriously, why the hell are there pictures of you on freaking Alcatraz looking like you’ve just crawled out from behind a dumpster?”

      “Got up to some shit last night,” I said.

      “No kidding,” he said, shaking his head.

      He turned off the tablet and tossed it onto my bed.

      “Has anything I’ve said gotten through to you?” he asked. “About not acting like such an out-of-control maniac?”

      “You’re talking to the wrong guy if that’s what you’re looking for,” I said.

      “I know, I know,” said Rick. “You’re a bad-boy rock star and all that. I knew it when we signed you. But that phase of your career has to be over, buddy. Parents aren’t going to let teenage girls buy your albums if they think you’re a drug-fueled psycho.”

      Then he took a breath and put his hands on his hips.

      “And believe it or not, bud, I worry about you. It’d break my damn heart if I woke up to news of you wrapping your car around a telephone pole or something equally terrible.”

      I couldn’t tell if this meant that he’d be upset because that would mean the golden-egg-laying goose was gone, or if he’d be upset for actual, human reasons. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.

      “You got one more show in LA for this leg of the tour,” he said. “Then you’ll be back home, and you can take the time to chill out or whatever it is you guys do when you’re not on the road. Then after that, we’ve got the Midwest, then the East Coast, then we’re off to Europe.”

      I thought about the tour ahead, months and months more on the road. I thought about the temptation for drinking and drugs and everything else that came with that kind of life.

      And I didn’t want it.

      There was the music, sure—that would never get old. But the rest of it…it was exhausting even to think about.

      It was time to tell Rick what I’d had on my mind.

      “I can’t do it,” I said.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said blithely. “I know you’re tired, J. But we’ve only got a month of shows in the Midwest before you get your next few days off.”

      He wasn’t getting it.

      “No,” I said. “I can’t do it anymore. Any of it. The touring, the endless shit on the road, the…making music I don’t give a damn about.”

      Rick regarded me curiously as if I’d just started randomly speaking Chinese.

      “Sorry,” he said. “What?”

      “I want out. I want out of the contract.”

      He put his hands back on his hips and cocked his head to the side.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” he asked. “Are you screwing with me here?”

      “No joke,” I said. “I want to be done with this, with Redemption.”

      “You know the contract we’re talking about here,” he said. “It’s not simply a matter of ‘being done with it,’ right? You realize what you’re going to lose out on, what the band’s going to lose out on?”

      “I know,” I said. “But I think we can work something out. I know some good lawyers, maybe they can figure out something.”

      I raised my palms.

      “Not saying I want to have a legal fight,” I said. “But…I just can’t do this anymore. That’s all there is to it. Part of being an artist is knowing when you have to be done, knowing when your art has to take a new direction. And this is one of those times.”

      Rick let out a long sigh before stepping over to the windows and throwing open the curtains. The room filled with late afternoon light, and I let out a cry of pain as my eyes adjusted.

      He laughed. “Turning into a damn vampire.”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      Rick plopped down into a nearby chair and took a seat.

      “I’ve been in this game for a while, J,” he said. “And I know what an artist looks like when he’s about at the end of his creative rope. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t see it written all over your face.”

      I said nothing, letting him go on.

      “It’s my job to wring every last bit of creative juice from my talent, but there gets to be a point where the juice just isn’t worth the squeeze. Don’t get me wrong—you’re still putting out some amazing stuff, and I think you’ve got plenty more in you. But I’ve been seeing it for a while on your face, that you’re about at your limit.”

      “I’ve tried to ignore it,” I said. “But after last night…I don’t know. I feel like I’m at the beginning of a downward spiral.”

      “It’s a bad scene,” said Rick. “And you’re lucky you’ve got the presence of mind to know when you’ve hit that point.”

      He stood up, folded his hands behind his back, and turned to the window, the lights of San Francisco spreading out into the distance.

      “But at the same time, Johnny, you signed a contract. I know there’s a certain artistic temperament that you guys have, but this is the real world. You can’t just come and go as you please, especially when you’ve put your name on the dotted line. So, here’s what I’m thinking—we finish this tour.”

      The words hit me like a punch in the gut. But I let him go on.

      “We finish this tour, and you give it your all. You play each show like it’s your last, like you’re never going to be able to play your music again. I want each and every last audience walking out of those stadiums stunned, like they’ve just seen something that they know was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of thing.”

      He raised a finger.

      “And this is every show. Then when you’re not playing, you keep your shit together. That means no partying, no drugs, no nothing. Take up crocheting and enjoy it with a nice glass of cabernet next to a fireplace for all I care, but no more wild-man shit.”

      I couldn’t tell if it was the hangover or what, but that actually sounded like a pretty okay evening.

      “Then what?” I asked.

      “Then…when these six months are up, that’s that. We call it a tour once you’re done with Europe, and then we cut you loose. We’ll take a cut of all your sales and royalties from here on out, of course, but we won’t send you out with nothing—you’ll have more than enough cash to retire early if that’s what you want.”

      “Not sure about retiring, but no more stadium tours for a while, that’s for damn sure,” I said.

      “Then there it is,” he said. “Call up some lawyers and have them meet with my guys from the label. We can get something worked out and in writing.”

      “That’d…that’d be great, Rick.”

      “But think about what you’d be leaving behind,” he said. “I know it’s crazy, but these tours are what most bands dream of playing. And if you stuck with Redemption, we could take you to the next level. Maybe even give you a little more creative control.”

      I knew that I was ready to be done with Redemption. But I gave Rick a little nod, one that said “I’ll think about it.”

      “Get some rest,” he said, as he headed to the door. “Because I’m serious as a damn heart attack about you nailing the hell out of these last shows. Got it?”

      “Got it,” I said. “And thanks, Rick.”

      He pursed his lips, nodded, then headed out the door.

      I felt as though a weight had fallen from my shoulders. Sure, I’d have to break it to the guys, and sure, I still had six more months ahead of me, but now I had a light at the end of the tunnel.

      And maybe even Kendra waiting for me at the end, too.
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      Bloodborne was bringing it as always.

      Standing in the back of the small club, capacity no more than a hundred or so, Bloodborne let loose with their signature sound of scorching, lightning-fast riffs and growling, sinister vocals.

      It was always a trip to see them play—if I’d only heard their music, I would’ve thought that they were hulking demons sent from the underworld to rock, but instead they were skinny, almost endearingly dweeby college-aged guys.

      But damn, did they know how to rock. The crowd was transfixed, not sure if to mosh or if to keep their eyes locked onto the band to make sure that they didn’t miss a second of the performance.

      I sipped my drink, watching the band both as a fan and with the watchful eye of a manager. I had a feeling Bloodborne was going to be huge, and I wanted to make sure that they were at the top of their game.

      With a massive, distorted chord, the song ended, and I turned back to the bar.

      “You want another?” the bartender asked.

      “Sure,” I said before draining the last bit of my drink with a sip from my straw.

      “What was that, just pineapple juice?”

      “Just pineapple juice,” I said.

      He smirked.

      “Sure you don’t want me to throw some booze in there for you?”

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      Normally I would’ve taken him up on his offer—booze and live music usually went together like chocolate and peanut butter. But for the last few weeks, I hadn’t craved alcohol at all. No particular reason; it just hadn’t sounded good to me. I figured it was my body telling me something, maybe that I was about to come down with a bug so I ought to take it easy.

      So, I eased up on the booze. But I didn’t take it easy as far as work. Quite the opposite, in fact. I’d thrown myself into my work over the last few weeks, putting every last bit of energy I had into Avalon.

      And it was paying off. I’d found a few new bands around town that looked like promising additions to the lineup, and this show tonight was Bloodborne’s first stop in a tour down the West Coast. And once they hit LA, they’d be opening for The Pulse—a major rock band that seemed on the verge of stardom.

      I wasn’t sleeping much, and I barely had time for anything else, but I was killing it. With some more work and a little luck, I might have Bloodborne headlining in a year or so, maybe one of my newer bands opening for them.

      The bartender handed me my drink as Bloodborne went into their final song of the night. It was melodic, yet hard as hell, but now without a traditional pop structure. I had high hopes that this track would blow up the streaming sites and really put them on the map.

      Something occurred to me as they went into the soaring, booming chorus:

      The song sure sounded a hell of a lot like Memphisto.

      It wasn’t near enough to sound like a rip-off or anything, but the more I listened, the more I could pick up on a definite influence. It was easy to imagine Johnny Maxton on stage, his hands wrapped around the mic as he wailed out the words in that gorgeous, powerful voice.

      And then I was thinking about Johnny. Damn it.

      As much as I hadn’t wanted to admit it, Johnny was part of the reason I’d been so eager to throw myself into my work. I’d spent the day after he’d left without a word pining over him, but I had too much to do to be thinking about him. We’d had our fun, and that was that.

      Like we’d told each other, our time together would be nothing more than a nice memory.

      It sounded so simple at the time, but that didn’t mean it ended up being easy. Work was the only thing that had been effective in not getting me to sit around like some mooning teen, watching his videos and interviews over and over online. Still, I found myself wondering if the feelings I’d had for him were ever going to go away.

      Or if I even wanted them to.

      “Hey, girl!”

      I turned to see Blaire striding toward me with her usual big smile on her face.

      “Hey!” I exclaimed, setting down my drink and throwing my arms around her.

      “So loud,” she shouted over the music.

      “Loud but good,” I yelled back.

      “If you say so,” she said.

      Hard rock wasn’t exactly Blaire’s thing. Sure, she’d go gaga over Johnny Maxton like the rest of us, but she was more of an indie girl at heart.

      The song ended and applause filled the air, the loudest being mine, of course.

      I waved and got the lead signer’s attention, gesturing toward backstage, letting him know without words that I’d meet him back in the green room in a little bit. He gave me a thumbs-up before turning his attention to the equipment along with the rest of the band.

      “So,” said Blaire as the house lights and music came back on. “How was it?”

      “Amazing,” I said. “These guys are going to really be something special, just you wait.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for that,” she said. “All this heavy guitar stuff sounds the same to me. Except for Memphisto, that is.”

      I good-naturedly crinkled my brow and wagged my finger at her.

      “Now, what did I tell you about bringing them up,” I said.

      “I know, I know,” she said. “I still can’t believe it, though—you actually hooked up with Johnny freaking Maxton.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Come on, keep it down,” I said. “And it was over a month ago—the shock should be wearing off for you by now.”

      “Are you kidding?” she asked. “I’m going to be getting details out of you for the rest of your life about this.”

      A pang of sadness hit me, and I did my best to hide it.

      “Aw, babe,” Blaire said, apparently noticing. “Sorry, I know you’re still bummed about it.”

      “I’m not ‘bummed,’” I said. “Just…I don’t even know.”

      “You had a connection with the guy,” she said. “And he’s gone. I mean, if you hit it off with this guy half as hard as you said you did, I don’t blame you. Connections like that don’t come around every day.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I said.

      Blaire grabbed my drink and took a sip.

      “Ugh,” she said. “Still on the pineapple juice?”

      “Yep,” I said as she flagged down the bartender and ordered a normal drink. “Still feeling weird.”

      “I don’t mean to mommy you or anything,” she said, “but you might want to think about going to the doctor and getting that checked out. You’ve been feeling like this for a while, right?”

      “Right,” I said. “But I don’t have time to do the whole ‘doctor’ thing.”

      “Then you definitely don’t have time to do the whole ‘sick’ thing either,” she said.

      “I know, I know.”

      “Just watching out for my favorite lady,” Blaire said.

      “Appreciate it,” I said right back.

      I leaned in for another sip of my pineapple juice, but right at the moment I was about to wrap my lips around the straw, a wave of something hit me. Something intense, something I couldn’t ignore.

      Something that made me feel like I was going to puke right then and there.

      “Be right back!” I shot to Blaire as I burst out of my seat and flew across the floor of the club.

      “What’s wrong?” she yelled after me, her voice fading with each step I took.

      I hauled ass to the bathroom, which was thankfully empty. Once there, I rushed to the nearest stall, dropped to my knees, and let it all out. The three glasses of pineapple juice and whatever else happened to be in my belly came right out, and after some coughing and sputtering, I felt instantly better.

      Once I was done, I went over to the sink and leaned forward, my eyes locked onto my reflection.

      “What the hell?” I asked out loud. “Did I just puke in the club bathroom?”

      It’d happened so fast that it was almost surreal. Once I’d fixed my hair, washed out my mouth with some water, and popped a piece of gum, I started back toward the bar.

      “What happened?” asked Blaire. “You looked like pure death for a second.”

      “I got sick,” I said.

      “Are you serious? Do you need to go home?”

      “No,” I said, still dazed. “I actually feel fine now.”

      I took another sip of juice to get the last traces of the gross taste out of my mouth.

      “But I think you’re right about that doctor’s visit.”
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      I dug my nails into the crinkly paper of the examination table, wanting to be anywhere but the tiny doctor’s office where I’d been waiting for the nurse. Finally, she entered. She was a short, squat, middle-aged woman with an open, friendly face. She must’ve really kicked butt in her bedside demeanor course in nursing school, because I felt better as soon as she stepped into the room.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Peters,” she said, a chart in her hands. “I’m Nurse Sophia. How are we feeling today?”

      “Not bad,” I said. “Which is weird in and of itself.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Is that right? How do you mean?”

      “It’s these weird symptoms,” I said. “One minute I’ll feel fine, the next I’ll feel worn-out. And the thing that made me finally set up the appointment was having this fit of nausea out of nowhere.”

      “I see,” she said, jotting what I’d said down on a notepad. “And what else?”

      “I’ve had no taste for alcohol,” I said. “I’m not really a huge drinker or anything, but it’s just been sounding like the grossest thing in the world to me recently. And I’ve been craving foods that I’ve never wanted before. Like, the other day I ordered pizza and asked them to put sauerkraut on it. Sauerkraut—can you believe that?”

      “Interesting,” the nurse said. “Could be any number of things. But since you’re sitting here and feeling fine, I’m thinking it can’t be anything too serious.”

      “Good,” I said, feeling relieved.

      “But let’s start with some questions…”

      She went into it, asking me various questions about my medical history, allergies—that sort of thing. Then she got to a question that gave me pause.

      “And are you sexually active.”

      “Um, kind of,” I said.

      “Kind of?”

      “I mean, I haven’t really had much of a sex life to speak of. There was this one guy a little while ago, but it was just a quick thing. I don’t even normally do anything like that.”

      “No judgments here,” she said. “How long ago was this? As specifically as you can remember.”

      “It was…a little over a month ago. Just under five weeks, I think.”

      She nodded, jotting this down. “Okay, and what kind of birth control are you on?”

      “The pill,” I said.

      “And are you good about taking it when you’re supposed to?”

      “For…the most part.”

      Another eyebrow raise.

      “No judgments, right,” I said. “I mean, I try. But I get so busy and forget. And it’s easy to let it slip my mind when I never date.”

      “Sure,” she said. “And now I have one more question—when was your last period?”

      “Oh,” I said, ready to speak with confidence. “It was—”

      I stopped short. I was normally on the dot with my period, but now that I was thinking about it, I realized that I was late.

      Very, very late.

      “It’s been…two months, I think.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe I haven’t noticed. I’ve just been so busy with work.”

      Then what Nurse Sophia had been hinting at dawned on me.

      “Are you saying that you think I might be—”

      I couldn’t even say the word.

      “We’re going to have to run some tests to be certain,” she said. “But it’s sounding like it might be a strong candidate for what’s going on with you.”

      “Oh, my God,” I said, sitting back.

      “What I’d like to do is run a blood test,” she said. “It’ll take a little longer than the usual ‘pee on a stick’ kind, but the results will be more certain.”

      “Okay,” I said, still feeling totally out of it.

      Nurse Sophia, apparently sensing how I was feeling, placed her hand on my knee.

      “It’s going to be okay, kiddo,” she said. “Either you’re not pregnant and you’re just dealing with some work stress, or you are and you can take it from there. You’re going to be fine.”

      I felt a little better. She flashed me a quick smile before turning around and heading out of the room.

      The next half hour was a blur. The nurse returned to take the blood sample, and after a few more tests and questions, I was back out onto the street wondering what the hell had just happened.

      Nurse Sophia had told me that it would take about a day for the results to come back. But there was no way I was going to wait that long. I started down the street, stopping at the first pharmacy I found and leaving five minutes later with a pregnancy kit in my purse.

      I rushed back to my apartment with such quick steps that if I’d have been going any faster, I’d have been all-out running. Once back, I hurried to the bathroom, my eager hands opening up the package and fishing out the test and the instructions.

      I followed the directions, and once that was taken care of, I put the test onto the bathroom sink, set a timer for twenty minutes, and began pacing around my apartment like a crazy woman.

      Pregnant. I couldn’t even begin to wrap my mind around the idea. I’d been so focused on work and my bands and my life in the city that having a kid wasn’t even close to being on my radar. I’d always imagined being a mom as something that might happen in the hazy future, when my love life and career were on total lock-down—not at all something that would just happen out of the blue one day.

      And if I was, in fact, pregnant, that would mean that there was only one person it could’ve happened with—Johnny freaking Maxton. Not only would my life be in total turmoil, but his would too. What if he had to throw away his rock star dreams because of me? Would he ever forgive me for such a thing?

      Or, even worse, what if he told me he didn’t to be a part of the baby’s life? What if he were to tell me to screw off, that he wanted to get laid, not deal with a baby. He certainly had the money to hire lawyers that could easily make sure I didn’t come anywhere near him.

      “Calm the eff down,” I said out loud, trying to get a hold of myself. “You don’t even know if you’re pregnant. And if you are…”

      I took another breath.

      “So what? It’ll be fine. You’ve been able to handle everything else that life’s thrown at you. What’s one more thing?”

      I knew it was crazy to be talking to myself like this, but it was actually working. Calm flowed through me.

      And I needed it because the timer went off only a few seconds later. I took one last deep breath and walked with slow, deliberate steps toward the bathroom. Once there, I picked up the test and read the result.

      Two lines.

      Pregnant.

      I couldn’t deny it for a moment longer. My whole life was about to change.
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      I spent the next few hours alone in my apartment going through a total whirlwind of emotions. I was scared, then angry—at myself, mostly—then worried, then calm, then whatever else.

      Finally, as the evening set in, I felt…strangely good about it all. I thought about the words I’d said out loud to myself when I was waiting for the results of my test, the ones about how I’d been able to handle anything.

      At the time, they’d simply sounded like something you’d tell yourself. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized how true they were. At 28, I’d carved out a nice little life for myself here in the city. Sure, my dating life left a lot to be desired, but things with Avalon were going great. I’d had plenty of challenges over the years, and I’d managed to overcome each and every last one of them.

      This one, though, was going to be the biggest challenge of them all—no doubt about that. I was going to be a mother.

      I made myself a pot of coffee and sat at my kitchen table while it brewed. As I waited, the smell of fresh coffee filling the air, a thought occurred to me—a thought about a very specific person.

      Johnny.

      He was the dad; there simply wasn’t anyone else it could’ve been. And this meant he had to know.

      It was scary as hell. I could control my own feelings about the pregnancy, but Johnny was a whole other matter. Sure, we’d hit it off like crazy, but that was just about romance and sex and all that fun stuff. I had no idea how he’d react to one of the many, many girls he’d slept with calling out of the blue and letting him know that he was going to be a freaking dad.

      But I had to tell him, no way around it. He had a right to know.

      There was a problem, however; he and I had never exchanged numbers! We’d acknowledged at the time that what happened between us was never going to last beyond the weekend, so it made sense that we hadn’t exchanged contact information. Now, though, I suddenly felt an overwhelming desire to kick myself.

      I paced the apartment, trying to figure out what I could do next. I could check Memphisto’s website to see if there was some email address I could send something off to. But I didn’t like that. Who the hell knew if that actually would get to Johnny?

      Then a thought occurred to me—Redemption Records. Johnny was signed onto one of the biggest labels in the world. There had to be some way to get in touch with him through that.

      I went to the website and began going through the various pages for the signed bands, eventually finding Memphisto. Johnny was front-and-center on the page, my heart doing a little backflip as I laid eyes on him.

      When I realized I was staring, I shook my head to focus back on the task at hand. I clicked here and there, tour dates, merch pages, and even a place where I could request to have Memphisto play a private party. That’d be one way to get to see him, if only I had a couple hundred thousand dollars lying around.

      But no contact information. Things were starting to get hopeless. I cursed myself for not bothering to get Johnny’s phone number. What the hell was I thinking?

      Then it hit me—his manager! If I could find some way to get his manager on the phone that could be a possible way to get to Johnny. But I doubt he’d put me through if he thought I was just some fangirl who wanted to harass him. I’d have to think of something.

      In the meantime, I went to the staff page for Redemption Records. There I found a long list of all of the managers on their payroll, complete with pictures. They all looked true to form—smiling guys with slicked-back hair who looked like the type who’d pat you on the back with one hand while slipping your wallet out of your pocket with the other.

      “What the hell was his name?” I asked out loud, letting my head drop back as I looked up at the ceiling. “Something with an ‘R’? Ronny, Richard…”

      I turned my attention back to the screen, my eyes locking on the picture of a man named Rick Silver.

      “There he is!” I said out loud.

      Without thinking, I grabbed my phone and dialed the number that was listed. It rang a few times before a female voice answered.

      “Redemption Records, Rick Silver’s office. How can I help you?”

      I cleared my throat and put on my best professional voice.

      “Hello, my name’s Kendra Peters with Avalon Records. I was hoping to speak to Mr. Silver about a potential contract violation with one of his clients.”

      I had no idea where to go from there, but I figured it sounded serious enough to maybe work.

      To my utter relief, it did.

      “One moment, please,” the woman said.

      I was put on hold, music from one of their groups piping into my ear.

      “This is Rick Silver,” came a voice that was at once brash and slick at the same time.

      “Hi,” I said. “Kendra Peters with Avalon Records.”

      “Avalon?” he repeated. “Never heard of you.”

      “We’re a small label based out of Seattle,” I said. “And I wanted to talk to you to see if I could get ahold of Johnny Maxton through you.”

      “What for?” he asked. “My secretary said you have some kind of contract dispute?”

      “Uhh, yeah,” I said, the words dripping out of my mouth. “I worked with Johnny back in the day, back before he was signed, and I have a contract with him that he’d probably like to take a look at. It’s nothing really, just something I need to settle with him.”

      “Well, I’m not in the business of giving out my client’s personal information over the phone. And what did you say your label was again?”

      “Avalon Records.”

      “Avalon Records,” he repeated. “A contract dispute? What kind of contract?”

      “I…don’t have it with me,” I told him. “And like I said, it’s probably something that would be better discussed with him. Just a simple matter, really.”

      My heart began to thud. I was hanging on by my fingertips here. If Rick were to hang up, I knew that would close the door on the best, and possibly only, option I had for talking to Johnny.

      “All legal matters come through me first. Then I send them to our legal team here at Redemption.”

      There was a beat of silence.

      “And how the hell do I even know if you’re telling the truth? Some record label owner wants to meet one-on-one with one of my clients, and I’m just supposed to believe what you’re telling me? How do I know you’re not looking to poach my talent?”

      Shit. I wasn’t ready for this level of aggressiveness.

      “I’m not,” I insisted.

      “What’s this all about?” he asked. “Tell me why you’re so desperate to talk to Johnny. You’re not some psycho stalker or something wasting my time, are you? Because if you are, I’m going to let you know right now we can trace calls and make sure—”

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurted out.

      “Huh?” he said, not missing a beat. “You’re pregnant? I mean, congratulations, I guess. But what the hell does that have to do with me or Johnny?”

      “It’s his baby.”

      Now there was silence.

      Finally, after several long moments, he spoke. “Hold on.”

      I heard Rick moving around on the other end, likely to get someplace more private.

      “You’re pregnant?” he finally said. “With Johnny’s kid?”

      “With Johnny’s kid.”

      It felt so strange to say. Strange, but good.

      “How do you know?” he said.

      “Because I do,” I said. “I took a pregnancy test, and I’ll have more test results back from my doctor before too long. If you want proof, I’ve got it.”

      “Fucking hell,” he muttered. “Johnny, you stupid asshole—”

      “So,” I said, cutting him off. “Can I talk to him now?”

      More silence.

      “Not yet,” he said. “I want to talk with you first.”

      “Why? Why can’t I just tell him myself?”

      “Because you didn’t get knocked up by just anyone,” he said. “You got knocked up by one of the fastest rising rock stars on the planet. This needs to be handled very, very delicately. Lots of people’s jobs, lots of money in the balance here.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he kept on talking.

      “Where are you right now?” he asked.

      “I’m in Seattle,” I said.

      “Seattle…” he repeated. “You know The Grey Fox?”

      “The restaurant?” I asked. “Yeah, I know of it.”

      “Meet me there at seven thirty on the dot. Got it?”

      “Wait, are you coming into town?”

      “I said, you got it?”

      “I…got it.”

      “I’ll put you in touch with Johnny when the time is right. But for now, I want to see you in person. Till then.”

      The line went dead, and the conversation was over. And I was left standing there wondering what the hell I’d just gotten myself into.
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      I was totally overwhelmed by the restaurant, and I was beginning to think that that was the point. It was one of the fancier spots in the city—very trendy and very, very expensive. The clientele around me in the gorgeously lit, modern interior were all dressed in their most effortlessly stylish looks. I felt out of place in the simple dress I’d worn.

      I did my best to ignore to occasional glances from Seattle’s hip, wealthy elite as I sipped my mineral water and waited for Rick to show up. I had no idea how the conversation was going to go, or what to expect. But I didn’t have a good feeling about it.

      Then he sauntered in. I don’t know how I knew it was him exactly, but something about the way he walked and the way he was dressed just screamed “LA.” He locked his dark eyes onto me and strolled over with a hurried swagger.

      “You Kendra?” he asked.

      “That’s me,” I said.

      He slid into the seat across from me and looked around for the nearest server. Once he’d spotted one, he snapped his fingers in her direction to get her attention.

      “Vodka soda,” he told her. “And hurry up with it.”

      The server squeaked out an affirmative and hurried off. Once she was gone, Rick turned his attention to me with skeptical eyes, as if trying to size me up with just a look.

      “So,” he began. “You got knocked up by my golden boy.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” I said lowly.

      Rick let out a snort and shook his head.

      “You know how many times I tell those idiots to wrap it up before they head to the groupie buffet? Shit, I don’t care about them having their fun, but each and every one of those girls has got in the back of her mind just how set she’d be if she went and won the freaking baby lottery.”

      I didn’t like this at all.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Are you suggesting that I did this on purpose?”

      “Maybe not on purpose,” he said. “But I know how women work. It’s not just my guys’ boyish good looks that make you types so eager to get down to business with them.”

      “You’re wrong,” I said. “I’m a small business owner. I barely have time to go get five hours of sleep a night, let alone raise a damn kid.”

      “But money would make all that easier,” he said. “It always does.”

      Before I could say anything else in my defense, he swatted his hand through the air as if dismissing the topic.

      “Anyway, I don’t give a damn about any of that. What’s done is done. And right now we need to figure out what the hell to do now.”

      The waitress returned with Rick’s drink. He held up his finger to her as he took a long sip.

      “Better bring me another one of these, honey,” he said. “I’m going to need it.”

      Again, she nodded and hurried off.

      “What do you mean ‘what the hell to do now’?” I asked. “We tell him. What else would there be to do?”

      Rick sighed, shaking his head.

      “You think it’s that simple, don’t you?” he asked. “But it’s not. Things are never simple when there are millions of damn dollars on the line.”

      Another sigh.

      “This is insider information, so keep it to yourself—Johnny’s about a hair’s breadth from dropping Redemption.”

      I raised my eyebrows. He’d told me that he wasn’t happy, but I had no idea that he was looking to drop his label. This was big news.

      “But,” Rick went on, “he has already worked something out—an arrangement that’s going to work out great for him and me and the rest of his band. And if you barge onto the scene, letting him know that he’s about to be a damn daddy, then everything’s going to go to shit.”

      The manager killed his vodka right as the waitress returned with his second.

      “If he does,” I said. “That’s his decision to make.”

      “Actually, it’s not,” he said. “Because he’s not some singer-songwriter playing at coffee shops anymore, free to come and go as he pleases. Johnny’s got responsibilities, obligations to everyone affected by that contract. And I’m not about to let him drop everything so he can play house with some random groupie.”

      “I’m not a gr—”

      Rick didn’t let me finish.

      “Doesn’t matter what you are,” he said. “I spent the flight from LA thinking about what to do you with you, and here’s what I got. Ready?”

      “I don’t care ‘what you’ve got’ unless it involves telling Johnny,” I said.

      “You’re going to provide me proof that you’re pregnant,” he said, steamrolling ahead as if I hadn’t said anything. “That’s for damn certain. Then, if you’re telling the truth—”

      “Which I am.”

      “Then you’re going to keep your mouth shut. Redemption has a slush fund for stuff like this. In exchange for your silence, and for you providing proof that the baby is Johnny’s, once the baby arrives, we’ll cover your medical bills all through the pregnancy, even get you set up in one of the high-end private hospitals in the city. And then we’ll be giving you a monthly stipend to cover costs on top of that.”

      Then he leaned in and added, “For the rest of Memphisto’s tour. However long that might be.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “That’s how long Johnny’s on the hook with us,” he said. “And I don’t want him to have any distractions while he’s still got his responsibilities to Redemption.”

      “You want me to go my entire pregnancy, and maybe even longer than that, without telling him that he’s got a son or daughter? That’s awful!”

      “That’s how things go in this business,” Rick said with a shrug. “Johnny knew what he was getting into when he signed the dotted line.”

      “Doubt he had this in mind,” I said, my voice taking on a hard edge.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Because it’s what’s going to happen.”

      I clasped my hands together under the table and spoke.

      “And what if I say no?” I asked. “What if I decide to tell him anyway?”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “First of all, there’s no way, knowing what I know now, that I’m going to let you anywhere near him. As far as you’re concerned, he’s as off-limits as the president. And even if you did manage to tell him, I’ll make sure he’s clear that you’re just some groupie trying to get his attention and money.”

      “But—”

      “And if you did somehow manage to talk to him, and somehow managed to get him to believe you, and he ended up doing us all dirty by breaking the contract, I’d make sure you were on the hook for that.”

      Rick went on. “I’d muster up all the legal power at Redemption to sue you hard for lost revenue.”

      He took a sip of his drink.

      “I looked up your label on the way over,” he said. “Nice little outfit you got going. Bet it took years for you to make it what it is. And I could wipe all of that away with a stroke of the pen. You’d spend the rest of your life trying to figure out how to raise a kid while paying millions of dollars to Redemption. Probably not the future you imagined for yourself, huh?”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Oh, I would,” he said. “I take my work very, very seriously, Miss Peters. And I’m not going to let my best artist just walk away because he suddenly got all emotional about fatherhood. No fucking way. And I’m not done. It wouldn’t be just you paying the price. I’d go after Johnny too, stripping him and his band of royalty rights. No more income, and whatever he’s worth now would go right back into my pockets to pay legal fees. And I’d make sure that he was blacklisted from any label worth a damn.”

      I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say, but Rick wasn’t finished.

      “Hope he’s itching to get back into busking, because that’s how you two would be paying your bills from then on out.”

      His hard expression softened.

      “Or you could do the smart thing. Keep your mouth shut, accept the very, very generous offer that I’m making for you, and have a happy little reunion in a couple of years. And then Johnny can screw off and do whatever he wants until the non-compete clause kicks in five years down the road.”

      “What?” I asked. “You have him on a non-compete clause?”

      “You bet I do,” I said. “No chance I’m going to sit around and watch some other record label make money off of him. But don’t you worry—he’ll be making plenty from his royalties.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. And the worst part was there was nothing I could do. Even if I wanted to take this to court, it’d take all the money I had to fight Redemption, and all they’d have to do would be to tie things up for long enough to bleed me dry.

      “So,” he said, clasping his hands together. “We got a deal?”

      There was nothing I could do but accept.

      “Deal.”
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      I let out a yelp as the nurse applied the ultrasound gel onto my stomach.

      “Told you it was going to be chilly,” she said with a smile.

      “I know,” I said. “Just a little more than I was expecting.”

      “You’ll forget about all of that as soon as you see the little guy on the screen. Or girl.”

      Excitement tingled in me.

      “Now remember,” I said. “I want to be surprised, so don’t me if it’s a boy or a girl.”

      “You got it,” she said, flashing me another warm smile.

      The nurse powered up the ultrasound and took the wand into her hand. As she did, I glanced down at my round belly, now shiny with the gel. It’d been a few weeks since my pregnancy began to show, but it was still so surreal. I couldn’t believe that there was a little person inside of me getting bigger by the day.

      Then I turned my attention to the screen as I rubbed my palms with my fingertips. I was excited, but also scared. What if there was something wrong with the baby? It had been a fear in the back of my mind for some time, but now I was going to find out.

      “Okay,” said the nurse. “You ready?”

      “Ready,” I said.

      She took the wand and placed it on my belly, the metal as cool as the gel.

      “So,” she said. “You’re about to see him or her on the screen. All signs so far are that you’re going to be having a healthy little kiddo, but now we’re going to know for sure.”

      I nodded, too nervous to even speak.

      The nurse moved the wand around on my belly, and the screen soon filled with the image of a blurry, baby-shaped little being, all in black and white.

      “Oh, my God,” I breathed.

      Slowly, the image took shape on the screen. The anxiety quickly faded and was replaced with pure excitement.

      “That’s him?” I asked. “Or her?”

      The nurse smiled. “That’s right. And from the looks of things, your little one seems to be in perfect health.”

      Tears formed in my eyes as I watched the baby on the screen, the shape moving around inside of me. What I felt was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Seeing my baby instilled in me a sensation of love that I could hardly believe I was capable of.

      “How are you doing?” asked the nurse.

      “Amazing,” I said. “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “It’s one thing to be pregnant,” she said. “It’s a whole other thing to actually see the baby like that, right?”

      “Mhmm,” I said, quickly wiping my tears away. “But the baby’s okay?”

      “The baby’s just fine,” she said. “Nothing we’ve seen so far would make me think that you have anything other than a healthy boy or girl to look forward to. And if you keep coming in for your appointments, we’ll make sure of that.”

      “Can you print this out for me?” I asked.

      “We most certainly can.”

      I watched the ultrasound for several moments longer, the sweet warmth of love flowing through me. I knew that the circumstances with my pregnancy were hardly ideal, but at that moment I didn’t care. All I wanted was to hold my baby in my arms, to lavish him or her with the love I felt.

      After a time, the nurse finished up the scan.

      “Now,” she said as she cleaned me up. “If you want to make sure that the baby comes out as beautiful as it looks now, make sure that you’re avoiding alcohol—”

      “Check.”

      “Taking your folic acid.”

      “Check.”

      “And staying away from any sources of stress.”

      “Um, check,” I said, glancing away.

      The nurse raised her eyebrows in a concerned, but good-natured way.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m trying to keep a cool head about this, but between my work and going it alone…”

      “I get it,” she said. “It’s hard when the father’s not in the picture. But I’d say so far you’re doing a hell of a job.”

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling a little better.

      Ten minutes later, I was back out on the sidewalk with the ultrasound photos tucked into my purse. The air had a pleasant chill to it, the slate-gray sky above a clear sign that summer was over and fall was just about here.

      I started toward my apartment, ready to get home and decompress when my phone buzzed in my purse. It was a text from Blaire, asking if I wanted to grab a coffee.

      A nap sounded good, but sharing the wonderful news of the ultrasound with my best friend sounded even better. I shot her an affirmative and thirty minutes later we were both seated next to the window at Clyde’s, one of my favorite local coffee places.

      “Oh, my God!” she cried out as she looked over the photos. “It’s…it’s right there!”

      She clapped them down onto the table, nearly spilling my decaf latte. “How excited are you?”

      “So excited I can hardly stand it,” I said. “I’m actually going to be a mom.”

      “And you’re going to be so good at it,” she said. “I can just tell.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said.

      Silence fell for a moment, and I could tell that there was something on Blaire’s mind.

      “Okay,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, tracing the mouth of her mug with her fingertip. “Just wondering if you’re still planning on keeping this a secret from Johnny.”

      I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms over my belly.

      “What choice do I have?” I asked. “I told you what Rick said to me.”

      I’d known that I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about the pregnancy—at least who the father was. But I was going totally crazy from keeping it to myself and had to tell someone. My best friend seemed like the logical choice, and I knew I could trust her with my secret.

      “I know, I know,” she said. “But it seems so shitty. To have him out there with no idea that he’s about to be a dad. I mean, I know it’s out of your hands. But still.”

      “Believe me,” I said, wrapping my hands around my mug. “If it were up to me, I would’ve told him the second I found out. But I can’t put it all at risk. If I told Johnny, then Rick would take away his band, his money, my label… I’d be dead in the water.”

      “But you two could figure something out, right?” she asked. “All you’d need is each other.”

      “That sounds nice,” I said. “But you also need money. If Rick made good on his threats, Johnny and I would be raising our baby in the alley behind a convenience store.”

      “I bet you two could make it work,” Blaire said.

      I shook my head. “I want to believe that, really I do. But who knows if he’d even want to be in the kid’s life? I mean, it’s been months since we spent that weekend together and he hasn’t sent me so much as email. Maybe he’s onto some new girl.”

      “I doubt it,” said Blaire. “There was something really special between the two of you. I could tell by the way you talked about him.”

      “I hope that’s true,” I said. “Anyway, I’m trying to focus on the good for now. The baby’s healthy. I’ve still got my label, and all I have to do is wait for Johnny to finish his tour. Then I can tell him.”

      “How much longer is that?”

      “A few more months,” I said. “He’s on the East Coast now, then Europe after that.”

      “Stalker,” she said with a grin.

      “Hey, I like to know where my baby’s daddy is at,” I said, matching her grin with one of my own.

      We chatted for a little while longer, going over possible baby names and discussing which parts of the city we’d love to live in to raise a family. After an hour or so, I decided it was time to get back home.

      I spent the walk thinking about what Blaire had said. As much as I knew I was being practical by keeping the pregnancy a secret, I could only imagine how nice it would be to have Johnny by my side. I knew I had it in me to go through it on my own, but the secrecy didn’t sit well with me at all, enforced or not.

      There was nothing to be done, however. And what I’d said was true—how did I even know if Johnny wanted to be a part of this? What if I went to all the trouble of finding him and telling him, only for him to run screaming at the idea of being a father?

      Right as I approached my apartment, however, I spotted someone—a man—standing in front of the entrance. He had a slim but built figure that struck me as familiar even from a distance.

      Could it be…

      I picked up my pace, hurrying to my building. With each step I took, I became more and more certain of who it was, who was waiting for me.

      It was Johnny. Flowers in his hand, his blue eyes flicked up to me as I approached.

      “Hope you don’t mind me dropping by uninvited.”
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      The expression on her face was priceless.

      “Um, um, no,” Kendra said, her gorgeous green eyes wide with surprise. “Of course not.”

      “Good!” I said. “Because I’d love to take you out to dinner.”

      I opened my arms and pulled her in for a hug. She threw her arms around me, but she kept her hips back, away from mine. It was strange, like one of those sterile hugs that you’d give some aunt you hadn’t seen in a long time.

      “That…that would be great,” she said.

      I handed her the flowers. “Should probably put these in water first.”

      Kendra brought the bouquet up to her nose and inhaled the sweet aroma.

      “Like them?” I asked.

      “They’re beautiful,” she said. “And yeah, let’s get inside.”

      She opened the entrance door, and we were soon in her apartment, that cozy little space where I’d spent one of the best weekends of my life. Wordlessly, Kendra filled a vase and placed the flowers inside, setting the arrangement in the middle of her table.

      Then her eyes shot up to me, and she spoke the question that had likely been on her mind since the moment she saw me.

      “What on earth are you doing here?”

      “I hope you’re asking that in a good way,” I said with a grin. “Otherwise, my feelings might be hurt.”

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s really, really good to see you. It’s just—”

      As she spoke, she was in the process of taking off her black pea coat. But stopped in the middle of it.

      “Um, hold on,” she said.

      “Su—”

      Before I could finish the word, she rushed out of the living room and into her bedroom. She returned moments later without her coat and wearing a thick gray sweater, one that covered up her figure.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Just needed something warmer to wear.”

      I wondered for a moment if, between the odd hug and this, she was trying to make things as unsexual as possible between us. But I put it out of my head.

      “How about we walk and talk?” I asked. “There’s a Thai place down the street I heard is supposed to be awesome.”

      “Sounds good,” she said, hurriedly putting her coat back on.

      Something was up, but I was too excited to see her to really think about anything other than that.

      “Okay,” she said once we were back outside and on our way. “You’re in Seattle.”

      “I’m in Seattle,” I said.

      “What’s the occasion?”

      “We’re about to head to Europe for the next leg of the tour, but Rick thought it’d be a good idea to do some secret shows before we left the country. Our last one was in Portland, and I figured that was close enough to Seattle for me to come up to visit.”

      “That’s…so sweet of you,” she said. “Really, Johnny.”

      “I would’ve called you to let you know I was coming, but we never exchanged numbers. Hope it’s not a problem.”

      “It’s not,” she said with a smile. “Not at all.”

      I could tell by the look on her face that she meant it. My mind was spinning trying to reconcile her strange behavior with the fact that she was glad I was there.

      We arrived at the Thai place, and I held the door open for her to enter. Sweet and savory smells rushed up to greet us, and we were soon seated in a comfy booth.

      “Something to drink?” the waiter asked.

      “Beer list is right here,” said Kendra, passing it over to me.

      “I’ll take a bubble tea,” I said. “Mango, if you have it.”

      Kendra regarded me with a curious expression.

      “That sounds good,” she said.

      The waiter nodded and left us.

      “Bubble tea?” she asked. “No beer for the rock star?”

      I chuckled. “I decided to go easy on the booze for a while. After the whole Alcatraz thing.”

      She laughed. “I saw that. Figured there had to be some booze behind that particular sequence of events.”

      “You’d be right about that,” I said. “And it’s been great. I haven’t just been taking a break from booze—I’ve been taking a break from the whole rock star thing.”

      “Oh yeah?” she asked. “And how’s that working out for you?”

      “Amazing,” I said. “I get up early, and when the rest of the band’s sleeping off their hangovers, I do normal person things, like go to the gym and actually explore the cities I’m in.”

      “That sounds nice,” she said.

      “It is,” I said. “But you don’t have to skip a drink on my behalf if you want one.”

      “Nah,” she said. “I’ve actually been not drinking too.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      She looked away quickly for a brief moment before speaking.

      “Just…wanting to be a little healthier, I guess. I’ve been so busy with work and everything else that it seemed like a smart thing to do. Can’t afford to waste even a single day being hungover, right?”

      “I know what you mean,” I said.

      The waiter returned with our bubble teas, and we both put in our orders. It wasn’t long before we had a plate of delicious-looking shrimp spring rolls in front of us.

      We both said nothing as we dipped our rolls into a pool of dark orange peanut sauce and took our first bites.

      “So,” she said. “Did you come into town just to say hi?”

      Looked like we were getting right to the heart of the matter.

      “No,” I said. “Though that was part of it. I was going insane not being able to see you. I’ve…missed you like crazy, Kendra.”

      “Me too,” she said softly.

      I reached across the table and took her hand into mine. Feeling her skin against my own was more than I was ready for. The emotion that ran through me at her touch was almost too much to take.

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “Because I’ve been doing some thinking.”

      “About what?” she asked.

      “About you and me.”

      She said nothing, her expression indicating that she wanted me to go on.

      “You’re like no woman I’ve ever met before. I knew there was something special about you when we spent that weekend together, but it didn’t dawn on me until after I’d gone what I was leaving behind. I thought, at first, that I’d get over you. Sure, maybe we’d see each other again years down the road, but for now, I needed to move on. But with each day that passed, I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to just get over you. You’d gotten into my heart, and you weren’t leaving.”

      “I-I feel the same way,” she stuttered.

      My heart leaped at the news, and I continued on.

      “I can’t even look at other women because you’re the only one I want. So, I came back to Seattle not just to see you, but to put everything out on the table. I know things aren’t in an ideal place right now for either of us. But I want, more than anything else, to try to make things work.”

      “Are you asking what I think you’re asking?”

      “I am,” I said. “I want to be with you, Kendra. Long-distance or not, I don’t care. I think that what we have is so special we’d be stupid to leave it to only one weekend. I want to see where this goes because I think it’ll go someplace very, very good.”

      And that was it. Now, it was her call to make.
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      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I grabbed my bubble-tea cup and took a long sip. Not because I wanted it, but because I needed something to do while I thought.

      What Johnny had just said to me was exactly what I’d wanted to hear...three months ago. I would’ve screamed, leaped across the table and thrown my arms around him.

      Now, things were different. The spark—that electricity—hadn’t changed. He was as gorgeous and warm as ever.

      But there was the baby. Our baby. I wanted to tell him, but I couldn’t. If this is what Johnny was saying now without knowing I was carrying his kid, he’d surely throw caution to the wind and risk everything if I told him the truth.

      I could imagine him calling Rick right then and there, telling him to screw the tour and screw the contract, that he had a child to raise.

      God, it sounded so nice. Having Johnny by my side while I went through this pregnancy would be heaven. But I couldn’t have it. I had to keep this pregnancy a secret for the both of us.

      “This is all so much,” I said.

      “Too much?” he asked.

      I didn’t know how to answer that. It wasn’t “too much” in the sense that it wasn’t what I wanted. What was “too much” was having to balance my wanting him with keeping my secret. My head was spinning, and my heart pounded.

      “It’s just that with you on the road and doing your tour…”

      His expression fell. “Yeah. There’s that. And there’s more.”

      “What do you mean, ‘more’?”

      “The tour’s been going really, really well,” he said. “We’ve sold out every show that we’ve done, and we’re moving so much merch that the warehouses can barely keep up. We’ve been getting major press, and things really seem like they’re on the verge for us.”

      “Like you’re about to become superstars,” I said.

      “That’s right,” he said. “We’re already crazy successful, but with how things are going right now, we’re looking to be on the verge of a level of success that only a handful of other bands have gotten to. I can hardly believe it.”

      “That’s so great,” I said. “I’m so happy for you.”

      I meant it. I’d worked with enough struggling bands to know how much making it big like this was something they all dreamed about. Johnny was about to reach the pinnacle of one of the rarest, hardest-to-succeed-in careers there was. I was likely speaking at that moment to a musician that people were going to be talking about for decades to come.

      But there was something he was getting to.

      “So,” he said.

      Here we go.

      “Rick decided that this was the definition of ‘striking while the iron was hot.’ He did some talking with Redemption, and they want to extend the tour.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “For how long?”

      “For another eight months,” he said. “At least.”

      I felt the energy drain out of me as I slumped back into my seat.

      “Eight months?” I asked weakly. “That means you’re going to be gone for the rest of the year.”

      “At least.”

      “At least,” I repeated.

      “I know it’s a long time,” he said. “But I think we could make it work. I could come visit you whenever I’m in this part of the country, and maybe if you get a break from your label work you could come visit me wherever I am.”

      “I don’t know, Johnny…” I said.

      He reached across the table and took my hand.

      “It’d be a lot,” he said. “But I haven’t changed my mind about quitting after this tour’s over. We wouldn’t be like some high school kids swearing that we’re going to stay together after they both go away to separate colleges. We’d have a year of hard work, and that’d be it.”

      Yeah, then seventeen more years of hard work that he didn’t even know about yet. I was beginning to feel totally overwhelmed.

      “Okay,” he said, letting go of my hand. “I can tell I just dumped a lot onto you.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      He didn’t even know the half of it. If it weren’t for this whole thing with Rick, I might consider it. But as it stood…

      “So how about this—we have dinner, then we can go hang out at your place for a while. If you want to talk about it some more then, we can.”

      A little time to get my head in order was exactly what I needed. No way could I respond to what he’d said right then.

      “Perfect,” I told him. “I know this is all weird right now, Johnny. But I’m so freaking glad to see you, I can hardly stand it.”

      The waiter arrived with our meals—pad thai for the both of us—and by that point, the baby was crying out for some food. We ate, Johnny and I spending the time catching up on what we’d missed in each other’s lives since we’d last seen one another.

      By the time we were done and back outside, we’d fallen right back into the easy rapport that we’d had that magical weekend months ago. We talked and joked and cuddled as we walked, and part of me didn’t want the evening to end.

      After a detour for some ice cream, we were back at my apartment. Johnny balanced his ice cream as he flipped through my vinyl and put on some mellow folk music for us to listen to.

      He plopped onto the couch, and I found myself imagining what it would be like for him to live with me, for us to be a real couple.

      Then I realized that even if I wanted it, it wouldn’t be possible for a year. Who the hell knows what could happen between now and then?

      “So,” said Johnny as I sat down next to him. “I don’t know if I can wait any longer.”

      There was no putting it off. I’d made my decision, and I had to lay it all out there for him. I took a deep breath and spoke.

      “It’s been so good to see you,” I said. “And with you telling me what you have, it almost seems like a no-brainer for us to try and make something work between us. But a year… Johnny, I don’t know if it’s possible for us to have anything like a normal relationship for that long. You’ll be on tour, and I’ll be here, and talking on the phone and you coming in to visit every now and then just won’t be enough.”

      For a brief, transient moment, a pained look flashed across his face. A stabbing pain cut through my heart as I realized that he knew what I was going to say next.

      “So I don’t think us trying to have a relationship right now is a good idea. I appreciate that you want us to be together, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel the same way. But…I don’t know if my heart could take it.”

      I was lying, and I hated it. Sure, I was being sincere about how difficult it would be for us to be together, but the whole issue of my pregnancy made it even more of an impossibility. But there was no way I could tell him that, not without risking everything.

      “I want us to keep in touch, and I want you to be in my life. But I think it’s better if we do it as friends.”

      He glanced down and nodded slowly.

      “I get it,” he said. “And I know it was asking a lot. But I’d be kicking my ass from now until forever if I didn’t at least give it a shot.”

      “You’ve got a real poetic way of saying things, Johnny,” I said with a laugh.

      He smiled, then leaned in and kissed me softly, chastely, on the lips. God, I’d missed his kiss so much.

      “What can I say?” he replied ruefully. “You bring it out of me.”

      He stood up.

      “Probably a good idea if I get going,” he said.

      “You can stay,” I said. “I could, um, make up the couch for you.”

      I wanted him in my bed so much it was almost physically painful. But I knew there’d be no way for him to spend the night with me without him finding out about my secret. I could hide things with awkward wide-hipped hugs and baggy sweaters, but spooning in bed would surely give the game away.

      “Nah,” he said. “Think I’ll grab a hotel room and catch up on some songwriting. But thanks for the offer.”

      I stood up and gave him another hug.

      “It was so good to see you, Johnny. And I mean what I said about us keeping in touch.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said with a smile. “You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried.”

      One more kiss, one more longing look, and he was gone.

      The door closed, and I was alone.

      I sat back down on the couch, my eyes on my little baby bump. I knew I’d done the smart thing, but what if I’d just blown the one chance I had to come clean with him?

      I’d made my choice, though, and there was no going back. Now it was time to live with the consequences.
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      I took the pack of diapers from the shelf and held the box in front of me.

      “Are these the right ones?” I asked. “I honestly have no idea what the hell I’m supposed to be buying.”

      Blaire craned her neck over and checked out the big box.

      “Looks like diapers to me,” she said. “Not sure if you can get the wrong kind. Unless the baby’s born with two butts or something.”

      I laughed at the idea. “Doubt-butt baby.”

      Blaire chuckled.

      “Toss ’em in,” she said. “But really, I have no idea why you’re getting all this stuff now. You’ve still got four months left before this kiddo comes out.”

      “Because I want to be so ready that it’s not even funny,” I told her. “No surprises, no nothing. After we get stuff here, we’re going straight to the bookstore, and I’m going to build a little library out of baby how-to books.”

      As much as I hated the idea of not telling Johnny about the baby, Rick had come through with the monthly stipend. It was more than enough to cover all my expenses and even to start building a small savings in case of any emergencies. And not having to worry about check-up costs at the doctor’s had been a huge help.

      The only catch was that the father had to be totally in the dark. A hell of a trade-off.

      “Any word from the man himself?” asked Kendra as we pushed the cart down the brightly lit aisles of the store.

      “Um, yeah,” I said. “More than a few words, actually.”

      Kendra looked surprised. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he’s taking the whole ‘keeping in touch while on the road’ thing really seriously.”

      “Like how?”

      “Like in that he’s been inviting me to come see him on his tour. Several times now.”

      Shock flashed on Blaire’s face.

      “Are you serious?” she asked. “Like, asking you to come along on tour with him?”

      “Not that serious,” I said. “But yeah, he’s sent me a couple texts from spots on the East Coast telling me how much he wants to see me.”

      “Hottest rock star in the world,” she said. “He could have any girl he wanted, and you’re the only one he’s thinking about.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “But…”

      I gestured to my big belly bump.

      “Right,” said Blaire. “There’s that. The whole ‘baby’ thing.”

      We continued along, both of us taking occasional glances at my list and plucking the items off the shelves as we passed them.

      “So, what have you been telling him?” she asked. “Just like, ‘uh, too busy to hang with Johnny Maxton himself’?”

      “I’ve been making totally lame excuses about work,” I said. “I mean, I have been really busy so they’re not total lies, but they’re not totally true either. I could easily carve out a weekend to go visit him.”

      “You think he’s getting suspicious?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Part of me was surprised that he was fine with me telling him that I wanted to keep in touch as friends. If I keep doing what I’m doing, he’s probably going to assume that I don’t like him and am letting him down easy.”

      “Plenty of guys would’ve assumed that by this point, I bet,” Blaire said. “Most guys know by this stage in the game that when a girl’s constantly making excuses why she can’t see him, that she’s really just trying to let him down easy.”

      “Not Johnny,” I said. “And I’m glad.”

      We made our way to the register and paid.

      “Coffee?” Blaire asked after we’d loaded up our things in the trunk of my car.

      “Coffee sounds perfect,” I said. “Well, more specifically sitting sounds perfect.”

      “Oh no,” said Blaire. “Are you starting to get the pregnant-lady sore legs?”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said, reaching down and rubbing my thighs. “I’ve still got months to go, and I’m already really feeling it.”

      After taking a second, we started toward a nearby coffee shop.

      “You’re being a real trooper,” Blaire said. “Being pregnant all on your own like that.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “But you’re being a huge help, too, you know. I really appreciate you.”

      A short time later the two of us were seated at our usual spot near the window, my legs crying out in relief as soon as I put my butt on the chair. The city was bustling outside, the crowds all dressed up in chilly-weather wear.

      “So,” said Blaire, the steam from her coffee curling up and around her face. “How’re things besides being a single pregnant lady?”

      I shook my head and looked away.

      “Crazy,” I said. “The label’s been busier than ever, but I can’t even be there as much as I’d like.”

      “Why not?” asked Blaire.

      “Well, I’m not exactly famous the way Johnny is, but people are starting to pay more attention to Avalon these days. Especially with Bloodborne getting as big as they are.”

      “That’s good, right?” she asked.

      “It’s really good,” I said. “Like, crazy good. But I’m on the verge of finally hitting the success I’ve always dreamed about and I have to hide out like a fugitive or something.”

      “I don’t get it,” said Blaire. “Why’s that?”

      “Because of the baby,” I told her. “I have to keep this pregnancy a secret, right? So if some music journalist takes a picture of Bloodborne or some other band, and I happen to be in the shot, that means there’s going to be a picture of pregnant me on the front page of some internet site.”

      “And if Johnny happens to check…”

      “Bingo,” I said. “He’ll see I’m pregnant and put two and two together.”

      Blaire smirked. “Or think that you’re stepping out on him.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of the idea.

      “‘Hey, let’s keep in touch, Johnny,’” I said. “‘Oh, by the way, I got knocked up by some random guy while you were on tour.’”

      Blaire chuckled brightly. “That would send a pretty clear message to him.”

      “No kidding. But seriously, if he found out, I’m sure he’d go right to Rick about it. And if he went to Rick, that would mean this whole plan was screwed.”

      “You’re in a really tough spot, lady,” said Blaire. “No doubt about that.”

      “And I don’t even want to think about what’s going to happen the more pregnant I get. It’s going to be harder to get around, and the bands are only going to get busier. I’ve had to hire a few interns just to pick up the slack from what I haven’t been able to do.”

      “You’re a tough cookie, Kendra,” said Blaire, reaching over and giving my wrist a squeeze. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Most girls I know would be cracking under the pressure.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “But let’s see if I can make it through the rest of this pregnancy and then the rest of his tour before we start pinning medals on my chest. I mean, I’ve still got a few months of raising this kid on my own before I can even think about telling Johnny.”

      “But when you do, everything will be like it should be, right?” she asked, her tone hopeful. “You can tell Johnny about the baby and be a happy family.”

      “That is if he hasn’t found some other girl in the meantime. Or doesn’t run screaming at the idea of being a dad. That’s the scary part—even if I manage to get through this pregnancy without him finding out, and manage to keep my business together, there’s still the whole issue of whether or not he even wants to raise the kid.”

      “I’m sure he will,” said Blaire. “The guy’s crazy about you.”

      “Crazy about me as a woman without a kid,” I said. “I’ve heard about guys doing total one-eighties on girls as soon as they find out that they’re pregnant. What if Johnny’s no different?”

      “I doubt it,” she said. “I can feel it.”

      “I hope you’re right. Either way, I’m not going to find out until his tour’s over.”

      I took a long, slow breath. Getting all of this off my chest had been nice, but it also made me realize just how much stress I had in front of me.

      Suddenly, it all felt very, very real.
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      I felt like death. Months of touring were finally catching up with me, and the thought of playing another show almost seemed like too much. And there were still months more ahead of us.

      We were in Tokyo, very, very far from home. The band and I had played a lightning tour through Europe, then over to Japan for a series of concerts. I had no idea that we were as big here as we were, but the size of the crowds in Osaka and Yokohama made it clear we had tons of adoring fans even on the other side of the globe.

      And the crowd in Tokyo promised to be the biggest of them all. Tens of thousands of people were on their way to the stadium, and it was my job to make sure that they witnessed the show of a lifetime.

      My eyes flicked over to a bottle of whiskey in the green room. Part of me wanted to grab it, yank the top off, and take a long swig like old times. And I could—it wasn’t like I’d totally quit, even though I hadn’t had a drink since that mess in San Francisco.

      But like the rest of the rock star lifestyle, booze had lost some of its luster. The only drinking that sounded appealing to me was sharing a bottle of wine with Kendra as the two of us hung out in her living room listening to records and talking about nothing in particular.

      It was so strange to think about. I’d spent most of my life dreaming about playing stadium shows in front of thousands of screaming fans, but at that moment there, was only one person I wanted to be with. And she was thousands of miles away.

      Before I could spend any more time thinking all this over, the door to the green room burst open and the rest of the band rushed in, excited, wide-eyed expressions on their faces.

      “Show’s canceled!” Marcus exclaimed.

      I blinked and shook my head, convinced that I’d heard him wrong.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Show’s canceled,” said Stone. “Just what he said.”

      The guys plopped onto the couches, Stone reaching for the bottle of whiskey I’d had my eye on. He took a long swig before waggling it in my direction. I shook my head, desperate to know what the hell they were talking about.

      “Someone please explain to me what’s going on,” I said.

      Cole piped up. “There’s some kind of flood or something.”

      “Yeah,” said Cole. “Some pipes broke down in the lower levels, and there’s, like, four feet of water down there.”

      “No way we can have a show when there’s that going on with the electrical equipment,” said Marcus, his tone one of disbelief.

      Right at that moment, my phone buzzed. It was a text from Rick confirming what the guys had just told me. In spite of myself, a tingle of excitement ran through me. I felt like a kid who’d just learned we were having a snow day.

      “Sucks for Tokyo,” said Cole.

      “No kidding,” said Marcus. “Rick told me that we’re going to have to come back in a few months and play the hell out of this place.”

      “Fine with me,” I said.

      Marcus gave me a confused expression. “Something wrong?”

      “Just feeling on the verge of a burn-out,” I said. “Don’t feel like I would’ve been able to bring my A-game tonight anyway. Probably for the best.”

      The answer clearly didn’t satisfy Marcus. I could tell he wanted to know why, exactly, I was feeling burnt out. But no way was I about to get into that.

      “How long before the next show?” asked Cole.

      “A few days,” said Marcus. “We’re going back to the States tomorrow—next gig is the homecoming show in Portland.”

      “Damn!” said Stone, wiping his mouth after another pull of whiskey. “A whole few days? I can’t remember when we last had that much time off.”

      “No kidding,” said Cole. “I don’t even know what to do with myself.”

      “Are you joking?” asked Stone. “We’re in Tokyo. One of the biggest cities in the world. We can do whatever the hell we want!”

      Marcus and Cole’s expression lit up.

      “Holy shit,” said Cole. “You’re right. We can tear this town apart!”

      Marcus was excited, but clearly a little more guarded.

      “Let’s not go totally crazy,” he said. “Don’t want Rick getting a call in the middle of the night from some Japanese jail.”

      “I bet the jails here are totally futuristic,” said Stone. “Probably got robot guards or some shit.”

      “Yeah,” said Cole. “And each cell has an anime body pillow.”

      The two guys laughed, and Marcus still had an expression on his face like a worried mother.

      Stone turned his attention to me. “What about you? You feel like getting up to some shit tonight, Johnny?”

      I didn’t. In fact, my mind had already been racing with ideas of what other things I could do with my days off.

      Like go see Kendra in Seattle.

      “Nah,” I said. “I think I’m just going to chill tonight.”

      Stone scoffed and shook his head. “You mean the same thing you’ve been doing every other night of the tour?”

      “You cool, J?” asked Cole. “You’ve seemed off recently.”

      “Maybe he’s going through a blue period,” said Stone with a smirk. “And that means we’re about to get some real melancholy lyrics for the next album.”

      “Nah,” I said. “Just got a lot on my mind these days.”

      “I hope not about the band,” said Marcus.

      “A lot of different things,” I said.

      Marcus clearly wanted to pry some more, but Stone and Cole were too busy eagerly talking over one another with ideas for how to spend their evening.

      “Sake first,” said Stone. “Then once we’re good and plastered, sushi.”

      “I heard Tokyo has some of the best desserts in the world,” said Cole. “Wouldn’t mind checking that out.”

      Stone shook his head. “Man, you’re going to eat yourself into a diabetic coma.”

      Soon the guys were off, leaving me alone once again. As soon as they were gone, I took out my laptop, opened it up, and started checking for the next flights from Tokyo to Seattle.

      Sure enough, there was one with some open seats that left in three hours—plenty of time to get to the airport. Without thinking twice, I bought the ticket. A short time after that, I had a bag packed and ready to go and was out the hotel room door to go catch a cab.

      But, of course, Rick was in the hallway. It was as if he was waiting for me. Once he saw me, he glanced down at my bag and quickly ended the call he was in the middle of.

      “Whoa, whoa,” he said, gesturing to the bag with one hand and slipping his phone into his pocket with the other. “What the hell is this?”

      “A bag,” I said. “What does it look like?”

      Rick was the last person I wanted to see at that moment, and I wasn’t doing a good job of hiding it.

      “I see that it’s a bag, smartass, but why do you have it?”

      “Because I’m about to catch a flight,” I said.

      “What? To where?”

      “Seattle.”

      “Okay, Mr. Man-of-few-words. Want to tell me why you’re about to go to Seattle?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Got some people I want to see.”

      A skeptical look crossed his face.

      “Nah,” he said. “I don’t think I want you going there.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked. “You’re not my freaking handler.”

      “I want you to stay in the city with the rest of the guys,” he said. “I don’t want you wandering off before the homecoming show next week.”

      “I’m not going to be ‘wandering off,’” I told him. “I’m going to be there, so stop nagging me about it.”

      “I don’t like this, Johnny. I don’t like you vanishing like this to see ‘some people.’”

      “Well, lucky for me, you don’t have to like it when I want to go someplace. Nowhere in my contract does it say that I have to do what you say with my own time.”

      Rick narrowed his eyes.

      “Tell me who these ‘people’ are,” he said. “I want to know.”

      “You can want all you want,” I said. “But I’m not going to tell you. It’s my own damn business.”

      He stood in front of me like a wall, and I caught myself wondering if he was about to put his hands on me.

      “Like I said, you don’t need to know,” I told him, my tone taking on a hard edge. “Now, get out of my way.”

      Rick continued to regard me with sharp eyes. Several beats passed. Then, finally he moved aside.

      “Fine,” he said. “But I better see you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed in Portland.”

      “You will,” I said. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      I blew past him out of the stadium and caught the first cab I found. Once in the back and on my way, I watched the lights of Tokyo pass as I thought over what had just happened.

      Rick seemed to know what was going on, that I was going to Seattle to see someone in particular. And what’s more, he seemed to have someone in mind. But how the hell would he know about Kendra?

      I put it out of my head, focusing instead on the trip. Before too long, I was at the airport. After a quick check-in, I was on my flight and waiting to go. I was excited and nervous all at the same time—I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this way.

      I had no idea how Kendra was going to react to me coming in unannounced like this.

      But there was only one way to find out.
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      I was so hungry that I felt like I was maybe two minutes away from taking a bite out of the couch cushion on my lap. It was starting to do the cartoon thing where it gets turned by your hungry eyes into food—this particular cushion turning into the delicious, hopefully very greasy pizza that I’d ordered an hour ago.

      “Where the hell is it?” I asked out loud, now totally impatient.

      My pregnancy cravings were getting out of control. Along with the pizza, I’d asked the delivery guy to grab a pint of mint-chocolate-chip ice cream from the corner store. I didn’t care about paying extra; I needed my pizza and ice cream, and I needed it five minutes ago.

      Moments later, the buzz of the doorbell cut through the din of the TV. It was about the sweetest sound I could’ve imagined. I hopped off the couch as quickly as a woman five months into her pregnancy could and rushed to the door.

      “Little Sal’s,” came the voice on the other end. “Here with your pizza. And your ice cream.”

      “Come on up!” I said in a chipper voice as I pressed the button to unlock the front entrance.

      I was so excited and ready to eat that I found myself hopping from one foot to the other like I had to go to the bathroom. A knock at the door came a few moments later, and I pulled it open so quickly that I nearly lost my balance.

      But there wasn’t a pizza delivery man on the other side.

      It was Johnny.

      “Hey!” he said brightly, the pizza box in his hands. “I figured I’d save the delivery guy a trip up the stairs.” He held up a small brown bag. “Got your dessert, too.”

      I was so shocked that I couldn’t even speak. Instead, I simply regarded him with wide, dumbfounded eyes.

      Then something occurred to me—my belly.

      My hands shot out, and I snatched the pizza box from his hands and held it in a very awkward way over my bump.

      “Um, good to see you too,” he said, now confused.

      “Hey!” I said, still looking at him with a stupefied expression.

      I didn’t want him to see me pregnant. I couldn’t let him see me pregnant. But here he was, Johnny Maxton himself, standing at the entrance to my apartment.

      “Uh, come on in!” I said.

      I hurried to the kitchen, still keeping the box over my belly in the same awkward way. Johnny entered the apartment with careful steps, and I could tell that he was wondering if dropping in on me like this had been a wise thing to do.

      I was torn. I’d been wanting to see him so badly that it was almost physically painful. But at the same time, I simply couldn’t let him know about my secret.

      Once I was safely behind the counter, the lower half of my body hidden from view, relief took hold.

      “Sorry for dropping in like this,” Johnny said, shutting the door behind him. “But I had some free time and thought—I hoped—it’d be a nice surprise.”

      “It’s good, really it is,” I said. “I’m glad to see you.”

      I set the box down and opened it up, the smell of a hot, delicious supreme pizza wafting up to greet me. But I wasn’t thinking about food at that moment.

      He smiled.

      “Hope you don’t mind me stealing a slice or two,” he said. “Nothing makes me hungrier than an international flight.”

      “I’ll bet,” I said. “I heard about what happened at the stadium in Tokyo.”

      “Yeah. It was kind of a huge mess,” he said, taking a seat at the kitchen table.

      “No kidding.”

      I glanced around, trying to figure out how to grab the plates and cups and napkins while still keeping my belly hidden. But now that I was able to appraise the bump situation, I saw that my baggy, comfy clothes were actually doing a pretty good job at hiding the baby.

      “One sec,” I said.

      “Sure,” he replied.

      I hurried into the bedroom and grabbed my favorite oversized gray cardigan. I quickly threw it on and took a look at myself in the full-length mirror. Between it and the baggy clothes, I barely looked pregnant at all.

      It would work—for now. But if Johnny stayed the night, which I was pretty sure he’d want to do, the jig would be up. I was simultaneously happy to see him and utterly panicked, and I had no idea what to do.

      “Ready to eat?” I asked as I came back into the main room of the apartment.

      “Sure am,” he said from his now-customary position squatted in front of my vinyl collection.

      He picked something out and put it on, mellow synth-pop filling the air of the apartment. I clicked mute on the TV and brought over two plates of pizza.

      “Still doing the no-drinking thing?” I asked.

      “Yup,” he said. “You?”

      “Yup,” I said.

      I popped the ice cream into the freezer and took out some cola, pouring us two glasses. Once seated at the table, I turned my eyes to the pizza, now not at all hungry.

      Moments of silence passed as I picked toppings off and popped them into my mouth, trying to work through the anxiety and force myself to eat. It was…awkward between us, which was something I wasn’t used to experiencing with Johnny. He’d always been so easy to be around, but right now the stress of keeping the baby hidden was too much for me to relax.

      “How’ve you been?” he asked, finally speaking.

      “Good,” I said, without further comment.

      “And…how’ve things been at the label?”

      “Busy.”

      “Bloodborne still moving albums?”

      “Yup.”

      More silence. I forced down a few bites and washed them down with some soda.

      I knew I should’ve been doing a better job at making Johnny feel welcome, but it was all too much. It was as though the stress I’d been going through over the last few months was finally breaking through the dam. All I could do was sit in silence and hope that I didn’t have an outburst.

      And the worst part was that I was truly happy to see him. Johnny being here with me while I was pregnant is the exact thing I’d been dreaming about over the last few months. But with what Rick had said and what was at stake, it was more like a nightmare.

      “You want to…watch whatever it was that you were watching?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said.

      I glanced down at the half-eaten piece of pizza and knew I couldn’t force any more down. Even the ice cream that I’d been looking forward to all evening didn’t sound good. I brought my plate and Johnny’s into the kitchen while he killed the music and turned the TV back on.

      Soon after I was seated next to him, a few feet of space between us as the TV droned on.

      Finally, after a few minutes of this, Johnny reached over and tried to slip his arm around my shoulder. The idea of him touching me freaked me out—touching meant he might accidentally reach down and feel my bump. I let out a yelp as I quickly moved away from him.

      That was the last straw for Johnny. He reached forward, hit mute on the TV, and turned back to me.

      “Okay,” he said, his tone sharp. “Something’s going on here. I could tell from the moment I saw you that you weren’t happy to see me. And if that’s the way you feel, fine, but at least come out and say it.”

      I said nothing, and he shook his head.

      “Sorry for snapping,” he said. “But I think I should go. I can tell you don’t want me here. I know dropping by without saying anything was a bad idea, and I put you in an awkward position. And I should’ve taken the hint with you always being too busy when I’d invite you to come see me on tour.”

      I chewed my lip nervously, not sure what to say. The idea of Johnny leaving and thinking that I didn’t want to be around him pained me to even consider.

      “It’s not that,” I said. “It’s not that at all.”

      He cocked his head to the side, now totally confused.

      “I’m happy to see you,” I said. “I’ve been missing you like crazy these last few weeks.”

      He laughed mirthlessly. “You’ve got a strange way of showing it,” he said. “You want to tell me what’s going on, Kendra? Because you’re acting totally weird.”

      I glanced down at my belly and closed my eyes. I had a choice—tell Johnny a lie and hope he bought it, or tell him the truth. Telling him a lie would only kick the can down the road. He’d soon realize there was something weird going on no matter what I did—which meant I’d have to ask him to leave. And maybe this time he wouldn’t come back.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.

      “There is something going on,” I said. “Something you need to know about. Something you’ve needed to know about for a long time.”

      “What is it?” he asked.

      It was now or never. I either had to tell the truth or send him packing.

      So I did it. I stood up, took off my cardigan, and pulled my shirt up to my chest. The air of the apartment was cool on my full, round belly.

      “Is that…” he said, trailing off.

      I nodded.

      “It is,” I said, my eyes flicking to Johnny’s expression of total shock. “It’s exactly what it looks like.”

      I took another breath.

      “And it’s yours.”

      Boom. There it was.

      Johnny said nothing for several long moments. Then he clenched his jaw and stood up and started toward the door.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      But it was too late. Before I could finish the sentence, he was gone, the door slamming shut behind him.

      And all I could do was try to wrap my head around the fact that I’d just blown up everything I’d been trying to protect.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 29

        

        

    
    






          Johnny

        

      

    
    
      Storming out of the apartment like that hadn’t been the most mature move in the world, but it was all I could do. Seeing Kendra standing there, her flannel shirt pulled up to her chest, her pregnant belly on full display—it was too much to handle.

      What was I supposed to do? Say “awesome,” give her a thumbs-up, and go grab a slice of pizza? She’d dropped the single largest bombshell of my life onto me, and she’d done it like she was throwing me into the deep end of a freezing cold pool—no warning, no lead-up, no chance to brace for it.

      Just bam—a pregnant woman, right there in front of me.

      My mind was still reeling from it all. I’d come over thinking we’d hang out, maybe listen to some music, maybe even kiss if she was still into me like that. Never in a million years did I expect to learn that she was having my baby.

      When I’d left the apartment, I hadn’t even paid attention to where I was going. I’d simply taken off down the street, my thoughts in a daze and my eyes fixed on the sidewalk. But now that I’d had a chance to work off some of the nervous energy, the reality of what was happening began to dawn on me.

      Kendra was pregnant, and the baby was mine. I was going to be a father.

      A father.

      I stopped in my tracks, mouthing the word. I’d been a rock star for so long that I hadn’t even thought about the possibility of being something else, let alone a parent. I hadn’t even thought about whether or not I’d wanted it.

      But right now, that didn’t matter; it was going to happen whether I wanted it or not.

      I plopped down onto a nearby bench, letting my head hang down. Part of me was mad. No, beyond mad—furious. Based on the months that had passed since we slept together, that meant she had to be more than halfway along. And this meant that she’d kept it from me this whole time. I’d been traveling around the world totally oblivious to the fact that there was a woman carrying my child.

      Then again, what would I even have done if I’d known? Canceled the tour and flown back to her? It sounded crazy, but maybe it would’ve been the right thing to do, to be by her side while she went through all of this.

      She didn’t give me the choice, however. For God knows what reason, she hid this from me.

      Another thought occurred to me: she likely only told me because I was there and she was getting to the point where it’d be totally impossible to hide her pregnancy from me. What if I hadn’t shown up? Would she have kept it hidden from me until the baby was born? And then what? Would she have hidden it from me then too?

      I’d learned something that I wasn’t supposed to, something that had been hidden from me. I was mad and overwhelmed and stressed and scared all at the same time.

      When I raised my head, I cast my gaze across the street at the familiar neon lights of a cheap dive bar.

      I hadn’t drunk in forever, and right at that moment, a whiskey sounded like the best thing imaginable. I needed something to take the edge off.

      Hell, make it a double.

      I heaved myself off the bench and hurried across the street. Moments later I was in the bar, the dim lights, stale air, and grungy music comforting in a strange way. I glanced around the space, seeing no one there other than a hulking bartender in a sleeveless shirt and a handful of drinkers who looked like they’d been at it since the first half of the day.

      I bellied up to the bar and eagerly scanned over the booze available. Sure, I wanted whiskey. But what kind? They all seemed so good, so equally capable of plunging me into the mental oblivion that I needed.

      The bartender approached me and grunted—his way of asking me what I wanted.

      “Give me a double Morganford,” I said. “Neat.”

      The bartender let out another grunt in response before turning around and grabbing the bottle from the shelf. He poured me a tall glass and pushed it in front of me. The amber liquid was rich and fragrant, and all I could think about was how good it’d be to throw it down the hatch.

      I paid and put my hands around the glass. I closed my eyes and took in a long, slow sniff. I’d have this one, then one more, and see where the night took me. Maybe I could swing into a nearby club and check out some local bands, maybe even get a good lead on a party. After all, I had some hell-raising to catch up on.

      That’s what I told myself, at least.

      I raised the glass of bourbon and prepared to drink. But right as I opened my mouth, I thought of Kendra. I thought about her standing in front of me, her belly big and round. I thought about how confused and conflicted and scared she looked, how she had no idea how I was going to take what she was going to tell me.

      She was alone and soon to be a mother. And here I was, ready to get plastered and black-out, sloppy drunk. Was this the type of man I wanted to be? The type of father? I knew I’d remember this day for the rest of my life. Was acting like some stupid kid and getting drunk off my ass really what I wanted to think about?

      I let out a long sigh and set the glass back down onto the bar. Leaning over, I got the attention of an older guy a few seats down, one who was sitting with an empty glass in front of him.

      “Hey, pal,” I said.

      He looked up as if unsure that I was talking to him.

      “Yeah, you,” I said.

      Now he pointed to his chest.

      “You like bourbon?”

      “You kidding?” he said, his previously sleepy eyes lighting up. “Love the stuff.”

      I slid the drink down in his direction. “All yours,” I said. “On me.”

      He thanked me, and didn’t waste any time getting it down the hatch.

      As for me, I pushed myself away from the bar and got up.

      I didn’t have another second to waste. The mother of my child was waiting for me.
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      I’d spent the last hour since Johnny left chastising myself for being so damn stupid. What the hell was I thinking? Of all the ways I could’ve broken the news to him, I had to do it by standing up and showing him my pregnant belly like I was at a doctor’s office showing him some exotic new rash.

      I could’ve taken him by the hand, looked into his eyes, and told him that his life was about to change forever and in the best way possible. Then I could’ve taken his hand and placed in on my belly, letting him feel what I was talking about.

      Yeah, that would’ve been nice. Instead, I dropped the news like a sack of potatoes and let him figure out how to deal with it.

      At first, I was mad that he’d chosen to react by storming out of the apartment. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that there really wasn’t any other way for him to react. I’d given him the most major news of his life—of course he needed some time to think.

      I stepped over to the pizza on the counter, picked up a slice, and sank my teeth into it.

      At least, I hoped he’d only left because he needed some time to think. There was the definite possibility that he hadn’t just gone out to clear his head, but that he’d gone out for good. Maybe he was on his way to the airport right at that moment, preparing to get on a plane and go right back to Tokyo.

      Maybe the fear that had been dwelling in the back of my mind about raising this baby on my own was about to come true.

      I hated that I was in the kitchen eating like a pig at a time like this, but I was so hungry from the baby that I couldn’t help it. The baby didn’t care what else was going on—it needed food, and that was that. I knew I needed to get used to the idea of putting someone else’s needs before my own. Now was as good of a time to start as ever.

      The doorknob turned as I popped the last bit of pizza into my mouth. My heart skipped a beat as the door opened.

      Johnny stepped in and shut the door behind him before turning his blue eyes onto me. There was a strange look on his face, one that was apologetic and worried and excited all at the same time. I had no idea what was going on in that head of his.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey,” I said right back.

      I looked up him and down, wondering if he’d taken the last hour to head to the nearest bar and get good and hammered. But if he was drunk, he sure didn’t show it.

      “Mind if we talk?” he asked.

      I closed the pizza box.

      “Sure,” I said.

      Johnny sat down at the kitchen table and clasped his hands together. I slid into the seat next to him and waited for him to speak. My stomach was absolutely boiling with stress—part of me was convinced that he was going to say “thanks but no thanks” and head right back out the door.

      “First of all,” he said. “I want to say I’m sorry.”

      “‘You’re sorry’?” I asked. “For what? I’m the one who kept this from you.”

      “I’m sorry for leaving like that,” he said. “It was just…a hell of a shock. I had no idea how to react.”

      I allowed myself a small smile. “I could’ve been a little more delicate in dropping the news.”

      “It’s fine,” he said, matching my smile. “Better that you got it out there like that.”

      “Where’d you go?” I asked.

      “Just for a walk,” he said. “Went around the block, almost got a drink, then didn’t.”

      “Really?” I asked. “What changed your mind?”

      “The fact that I’m about to be a dad,” he said, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Doesn’t really say much about me if I react to the news by getting trashed.”

      “Good point,” I said. I was happy to hear it.

      “But…just to put it out there, I’m here for you. I want to be the dad that this baby needs, and I’m going to do right by the both of you. Don’t even worry about it for a second.”

      It felt like the weight of the world had lifted off my shoulders. It was the best news I could’ve hoped for.

      “You look relieved,” he said with a small smile. “And surprised.”

      “More relieved than surprised,” I admitted.

      “What, you thought I was going to ditch you or something?”

      “Not that I thought you, Johnny Maxton, were going to leave me,” I said. “But more that I was worried about the idea of it. Having to do all this alone. If that makes sense.”

      “It does,” he said. “But you don’t need to worry about that. I’m here, and I’m going to help.”

      He reached across the table and took my hand. God, his touch felt good. It was just what I needed.

      “Now,” he said. “You’re going to have to indulge me.”

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      “Tell me why you kept this from me,” he said. “You’ve been walking around for what, five months? Knowing that I was the dad and keeping this from me. Why?”

      “It’s complicated,” I said, thinking about what Rick had told me.

      “Then do your best to un-complicate it.”

      I took a breath and glanced down, trying to put together my thoughts. “It’s Rick.”

      “Huh?” Johnny blurted out. “My manager? What the hell does he have to do with this?”

      “When I found out the news, I tried to get in touch with you. It was the first thing I wanted to do. But I realized that I didn’t have your number or any way to get a hold of you.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said.

      “So, I reached out to Rick, figuring that he’d be able to link me up with you. I tried to make up a lie about why I needed to talk to you, but he saw right through it.”

      “Then what?”

      I could tell that Johnny was getting more agitated by the second.

      “I told him the truth—that I was pregnant.”

      “And what’d he say?”

      “He said…that I couldn’t tell you.”

      “What?” The word exploded out of Johnny’s mouth.

      “Right,” I said. “He told me that things had been dicey with you and the band, that you were close to quitting, and learning you were going to be a dad might be the last straw. He flew here and sat down with me face to face and told me I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Go on,” said Johnny through clenched teeth.

      “He said that if I told you and you broke your contract as a result, he’d sue me for lost revenue and take everything I had. Then he’d sue you for breach of contract and make sure you didn’t walk away with a dime.”

      “Are you—are you fucking kidding me?”

      Johnny was pissed—no doubt about that. I knew that he was angry at Rick, and that he had more than enough reason to be, but his temper was putting me on edge.

      He must’ve sensed this because he took a few deep breaths and loosened up.

      “We can deal with that asshole later,” he said. “Right now all I care about is you.”

      He stood up and gestured for me to do the same. When I did, he pulled me into a tight, close hug. This time our hips actually touched.

      But there was still something between us, something that Johnny must’ve picked up on.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Just thinking about how Rick said that you wouldn’t even want anything to do with me even if I told you. That you were more into your life of booze and groupies and drugs.”

      He let out a snort and shook his head.

      “And you really think that?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Well, part of me was sure that you’d do the right thing. But another part of me realized that as close as I feel to you, I don’t really know you all that well. It feels like there’s still a lot of Johnny Maxton that’s hidden away from me.”

      He appeared to think the matter over.

      “What’re you doing for the next few days?” he asked.

      “Nothing I can’t put off,” I said. “I have interns doing most of the legwork for me.”

      “Then why don’t we go for a little trip, just you and me?”

      “A trip? To where?”

      “Somewhere that’ll give you the chance to get to know me.”

      His coy smile suggested that he wanted to keep some of it a secret.

      “Okay,” I said. “You’re on.”
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      It was the next morning, and the two of us were about ready for our trip.

      “Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t mean I can’t drive,” said Kendra. “And I can definitely carry my own stuff.”

      “Not a chance in hell I’m going to let a pregnant woman lug around her suitcase,” he said. “What kind of a gentleman would I be if I did that?”

      “My my, Johnny Maxton,” she said with a smile. “Devil-may-care rock star and perfect gentleman.”

      “What can I say?” I asked as I popped the trunk of her car open and heaved in both of our suitcases. “I’m a complex dude.”

      She chuckled. “Fine, but at least let me drive.”

      “No way,” I said as I twirled the keys in my hand. “I’ve spent the last God-knows-how-many months having other people take me here and there. I’ve been itching to drive like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Okay, fine,” she said. “But at least tell me where we’re going.”

      I opened the passenger door for her and let her in. Once she was inside, I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

      “Remember how I told you I grew up in a small town?” I asked.

      “I do,” she said.

      “Well, that’s where we’re headed.”

      “Seriously?” she asked as we pulled out onto the road. “We’re driving all the way to Oregon?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Not much of a drive—only a few hours.”

      “And where are we staying when we get there?”

      “With my parents, of course.”

      I pulled a left toward the highway.

      “Are you serious?” she asked.

      “I am,” I said. “Why—that not work for you?”

      “It’s not that,” she said. “It’s—I don’t know.”

      “Let’s hear it,” I said. “This thing of ours isn’t going to work unless we’re totally honest with each other. About everything.”

      As soon as I’d said the words, I realized I really didn’t know what “this thing of ours was.” Sure, we were having a kid together. But were we a couple? I put the question aside, figuring we could work out all the finer points down the road—maybe literally.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to meet your parents,” she said. “It’s just that when I do, it’s going to make this whole thing really, really real.”

      “That bump on your belly not real enough for you?” I asked.

      She laughed.

      “There are different stages of ‘real,’” she said. “And meeting parents is definitely one of them.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much,” I assured her. “They’ll be crazy about you. I can tell.”

      “Or they’ll see that I got knocked up by you and go crazy,” she said.

      I reached over and gave her hand a squeeze.

      “It’ll be fine,” I said. “Trust me.”

      Silence fell over the two of us while I drove down the highway. After twenty minutes or so, the clouds that seemed to perpetually hang over Seattle broke, and the sun began to shine down from a mostly clear sky.

      “Put on some music,” I suggested.

      Kendra gave a little nod that let me know she thought that was a great idea. She turned on her radio and flipped through the stations, landing on a hard rock station that happened to be playing one of Memphisto’s songs, one from our second record.

      “Oh,” she said. “Heard of this band?”

      I smirked. “Cute.”

      Kendra reached for the dial to flip the station, but before she did, I found myself taken away in memory.

      “What’s that look?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You looked like you were a million miles away,” she said.

      “It’s nothing,” I told her.

      “Come on now,” she said. “It’s like you just said—if this is going to work, we can’t have any secrets, no matter how small.”

      She had me there. And it wasn’t like it was that big of a deal.

      “Just thinking about this album,” I said as the song played. “Thinking about where I was when we recorded it.”

      “As in the city?”

      “No,” I said. “As in where I was in life. It was the peak of my partying and drinking and all that crazy crap. I remembered we had this huge party to celebrate when we laid down the last track. We were all at my apartment, the place full of industry people and other musicians and random celebrities. There was booze and drugs and girls—I could have anything I wanted. Or, at least, anything I thought I wanted.”

      “What happened?”

      “What happened?” I said. “Nothing happened. I tried to have fun despite knowing deep down that I wasn’t. And this went on for months, me thinking that there was something wrong with me. I felt guilty, too. I had everything a musician could dream of, and all I could think about was how I wasn’t satisfied.”

      “But that wasn’t it, right?” she asked.

      Her attention was fully on me as I drove and talked.

      “It wasn’t,” I said. “But that didn’t stop me from feeling guilty as hell. Can you imagine talking to the lead singer of one of the biggest rock bands in the world, seeing everything he had, and hearing that it just wasn’t doing it for him?”

      She chuckled at the absurdity, seeing my point.

      “You’d want to punch him in the face, tell him to appreciate what he had,” I said.

      “What do you think it was, though?” she asked. “That was making you feel that way?”

      “That’s what I’ve spent the last few years trying to figure out,” I said. “But…I don’t know. Since I’ve met you, since you’ve told me about the baby, I feel like for the first time that I’m at least moving in the right direction.”

      Her expression softened, a small smile forming on her lips.

      “That’s…good to hear,” she said.

      The song ended, and Kendra changed the station to something more upbeat.

      “Okay,” I said. “Enough talking about myself. What about you? How have you been handling all of this?”

      “Mostly been scared,” she said.

      “Of being a mom?”

      “Yeah, among other things. Scared of being a mom, scared of dealing with the pregnancy on my own, scared of how my life was going to change.”

      “And what about now?” I asked. “You don’t need to worry about being alone anymore.”

      “You’re right,” she said with a smile. “I don’t. But even before you came back into the picture, I’d been feeling different about all of this—less scared, more excited.”

      “That so?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said. “At first it was all so surreal, but now I’ve had the chance to get used to it and realize what a miracle it is what’s happening. I mean, there’s a little person growing inside of me right now, a little boy or a girl. And even though I’ve never met them, and I won’t for a few months yet, I already love them so much I can hardly stand it.”

      I reached over and squeezed her hand again. “I can tell you’re going to be great at being a mom.”

      “We’ll see,” she said. “I feel better, but I sure as hell don’t feel ready.”

      “I’ve met plenty of parents,” I told her. “And I’d always ask them about having kids, what it was like, how they adjusted. And you know the one thing they all said?”

      “What’s that?” she asked, clearly curious.

      “That you’re never ‘ready.’ Even for the couples who had it all planned out and had the toys bought and the nursery painted and ready to go. They said that when that baby comes out, all you can think about is how much your life has changed. How as much as you thought you might be ready, it’s nothing compared to how you feel when you hold that squirming little kid in your arms for the first time.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “That’s exactly what I’ve heard. So, I’m letting myself be excited. And now that you’re back, I don’t have to be scared anymore. I mean, I’m still scared, but it’s the good kind of scared.”

      She let out a frustrated sigh.

      “I feel like I’m talking nonsense,” she said. “You know what I mean?”

      I squeezed her hand again and smiled. “I know exactly what you mean.”
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      Over the next few hours, Johnny and I swapped DJ duties, playing different stations on the radio and pulling up our favorite tracks on our streaming apps.

      “I have to say,” I said. “I thought I knew about some pretty obscure bands. But you’ve got me beat.”

      “It’s all I’ve ever cared about,” he said. “Ever since I got my first cassette player, all the way back when, I’ve been obsessed.

      “Cassettes?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re in your thirties? You’re not actually a fifty-year-old guy with thousands of dollars of plastic surgery going on, right?”

      He flashed me a grin.

      “Come on,” he said. “You can’t buy good looks like these.”

      He gave me a wink, letting me know he was screwing around.

      “Seriously though,” he said. “I’m barely older than you. You didn’t have cassettes?”

      “Nope,” I said. “I guess three years really does make a huge difference. My first albums were on CD, and I remember going to the record store and buying them. They had those giant white plastic cases.”

      “Oh yeah!” said Johnny. “I remember those.”

      “And I spent every penny I had buying up CDs until I found out about records and turned into a vinyl snob.”

      “Same story here,” he said. “Got my first record player and my first guitar around the same time. And once I had them both it was done—my fate was sealed.”

      “Yep,” I said. “My parents tried to get me to learn piano or guitar or anything so I could play like them, but I never stuck with the lessons. For me, it was about finding new bands and sharing them with other people. In high school, I started making mixtapes of my favorite songs and passing them out to friends.”

      “Oh yeah?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I just made them as fun little things for a few close friends, but before too long, they started making their way around the school. People would come up to me and ask if I could make them a copy the next time I put out a mix. And that’s when I realized that while maybe I didn’t know how to make good music, I sure as hell could sniff it out.”

      “Can’t have one without the other,” said Johnny. “I’d be nowhere if I didn’t get discovered when I was younger.”

      We kept on driving, turning off the interstate and eventually arriving on a small, two-lane highway bordered on both sides by massive, towering pines. The clouds had returned, but the gray sky wasn’t ominous or dreary. It was a cool, cozy day in the Pacific Northwest.

      “Almost there,” said Johnny, pointing to a sign that read “Pine Bluff, 32 miles.”

      “And your parents know we’re coming,” I asked.

      “They know,” he said. “And they’re mega excited.”

      “I hope I live up to whatever expectations they have,” I said, a tinge of anxiety forming in my belly.

      “Trust me,” he said. “They’re so happy that I’m bringing a girl home that you could look like you just crawled out of a sewer.”

      “Do they know about…you know,” I said, putting my hand on my belly.

      “They don’t,” he said. “I wanted to keep that a surprise.”

      “How do you think they’re going to react?”

      “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,” he said with a wink.

      Before too long, we passed a sign that read “Pine Bluff, pop. 8,433.” I could spot large houses through the trees, winding driveways leading up to them. We eventually arrived on the main street of town, charming shops, a hotel and restaurants packed along it.

      There were families out and about in the downtown area, enjoying the chilly but pleasant day. Among the businesses, I spotted clothing shops, a florist and a coffee shop. It was an idyllic small town among the pines.

      “This isn’t at all what I was expecting,” I said.

      “In a good way?” he asked.

      “In a very good way. I was expecting some little logging town or something out in the sticks. But this is actually really lovely.”

      “You sound surprised that a small town can actually be nice,” he said with a grin.

      “Oh, I don’t mean it like that,” I said. “Just always been a city girl.”

      I continued to watch the town pass through the windows, already charmed by it.

      Johnny pulled into an open spot and killed the engine.

      “Your parents live downtown?” I asked.

      “Nah,” he said. “They’re a little way further. But I thought we could stop and stretch out legs.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I said.

      We both got out, my muscles crying for joy as I stretched my body out from the long car ride.

      “Come on,” he said. “This way.”

      I hurried to his side, and he took my hand right away. We walked along the wide sidewalks of the town, the sky still that same quiet gray, a gentle fall breeze blowing softly down the road as cars passed.

      “It’s so quiet,” I said. “But in a good way.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I spend so much time in cities that I forget what it’s like to be in a place where you don’t hear constant honking horns and people screaming at each other from their car windows.”

      “I know,” I said. “You just get used to that.”

      We continued on, passing people who recognized Johnny. But they didn’t react to him like adoring, starstruck fans. They reacted like he was an old friend they hadn’t seen in a while.

      “They all know you?” I asked.

      “Definitely,” he said. “Pine Bluff is the kind of place where everyone knows everyone. Perfect size for that, too. It’s small enough to feel like you’re among friends but big enough to where it doesn’t feel like everyone’s in your business.”

      “I can dig that,” I said.

      We eventually stopped in front of the large windows of a coffee shop called Dale’s. The name struck me as somewhat familiar.

      “Why do I feel like I know this place?” I asked.

      “Because this is the coffee shop where I played when I was younger.”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” I said, nodding. “I remember reading about it in some articles about you.”

      I looked into the windows of the shop. The space was both spacious and intimate at the same time. There was dark leather furniture here and there, and lots of bookshelves packed with colorful spines.

      “I don’t know about you,” he said. “But I could go for a coffee.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      He opened the door and we both stepped in. There was a smattering of people there, all of them studying or reading or having quiet conversations. Mellow acoustic music played on the speakers. The toasty air was heavy with the delicious scent of freshly brewed coffee and baked goods. I took a moment to let the scent flow through me, a big smile forming on my face.

      “And maybe a muffin while we’re at it.”

      “What the lady wants, the lady gets,” he said with a smirk.

      “Holy crap!” came a booming voice from behind the counter. “Is that Johnny?”

      We both turned our attention to a tall, lanky man behind the counter. He was a skinny guy dressed in a big, thick brown sweater and skinny jeans, a horseshoe of sandy hair on his balding head. Behind stylishly big glasses were eyes opened wide in excitement.

      “That’s him, all right,” he said, stepping out from behind the counter.

      The couple dozen people there had noticed the commotion, and now all eyes were on us. The man approached Johnny and threw his arms around him.

      “Damn, Josh,” said Johnny with a smile. “You really know how to spoil the carefully crafted ambience of the place.”

      Josh let go of Johnny and stepped back from him.

      “Can’t believe you’re back,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s been years.”

      “I know, I know,” Johnny said. “Tours have been keeping me away.”

      Johnny turned to me.

      “Josh, this is Kendra Peters,” he said. “Kendra, this is Josh Barnes. He’s the guy who let me play here when I was just a kid who barely knew three chords.”

      We introduced ourselves, and I noticed that the people there were excitedly chatting, clearly eager to talk to Johnny.

      “Come on and have a seat,” said Josh. “I’ll bring you something to drink.”

      Johnny and I took a small, round table near the windows. Before too long, Josh showed up with a pair of steaming cups of coffee and a plate topped with two very delicious-looking blueberry muffins. It took all the restraint I had not to shove one down in a single bite.

      “So,” said Josh, sliding into one of the open chairs. “What brings you back to our humble town? And with a gorgeous lady in tow?”

      Josh gave me a wink, and I couldn’t help but blush a bit.

      “We decided that we both needed a break from the city,” I said.

      “Cities, in my case,” said Johnny. “I’m right in the middle of a tour that I’m pretty sure is going to be the damn death of me.”

      “Shoot,” said Josh. “Well, if you came to relax, you’re in the right town.”

      I glanced over Josh’s shoulder at a small stage in the corner, nothing more than a slightly raised platform with a stool and a mic.

      “That’s the place?” I asked, pointing to the stage. “That’s where the great Johnny Maxton played his first shows?”

      “That’s the place,” said Josh. “Back when you still went by ‘Johnathan.’”

      Johnny chuckled. “And back when I was still too scared to play my own stuff.”

      “I can’t imagine that,” I said. “Too scared to play your own songs?”

      “Yep,” said Josh. “Imagine this guy, some skinny teenager, his hands shaking while he went up on stage at open mic to play cover songs.” He shook his head, his arms crossed over his chest as he sat back in his chair. “But damn you had talent—everyone could tell.”

      “And Josh is the one who finally got me to play my own songs,” Johnny added.

      “You just needed a little push,” he said.

      I glanced over Josh’s shoulder again, noticing that the customers were still all stealing quick glances at us.

      “I think some of your fans want to say hi,” I said.

      Johnny smirked. “Probably all want to bust my balls for taking so long to come back to town.”

      “Well, we’re all glad as hell to see you, Johnny,” Josh said, getting up and giving Johnny a quick pat on the shoulder. “I’ll let you guys relax. Good meeting you, Kendra.”

      “Likewise,” I said.

      “And, ah, if you feel in the mood for it, we’ve got an open mic tonight,” said Josh.

      Johnny grinned. “I’ll think about it.”

      Josh left us to our coffee and muffins.

      “Feels good to be back,” Johnny said. “Not going to lie about that.”

      “And it looks like you’re not the only one who feels that way,” I said, glancing at the customers watching us.

      “Mind if I make the rounds?” he asked. “Got a lot of catching up to do.”

      “Go ahead,” I said. “I’ll be right here.”

      Johnny stood up, leaned down, and planted a kiss on my forehead. Mug in hand, I watched as Johnny went around the place, saying hi to people he hadn’t seen in years.

      It was strange. The Johnny I’d known was this big rock star, performing to crowds of tens of thousands, but here he was someone else, someone more laid-back. He chatted with old friends, asking them about their families and jobs and pets, remembering names and all sorts of little details. It was nice, like I was seeing a side of him that I’d never gotten a chance to watch.

      When he was done, he came back over and sat down.

      “Do some good catching up?” I asked.

      “Yep,” he said, tearing off a piece of his muffin and popping it into his mouth. “But I didn’t tell any of them the big news.”

      He nodded toward my belly.

      “When’re you going to drop that bombshell?” I asked.

      “Should probably let my parents be the first ones to know.”

      He glanced out of the window at the charming city streets.

      “What do you say we check out the town?” he asked. “Some places I’d love to show you.”

      “I’d like that,” I said.

      And I meant it. There wasn’t any place I’d rather be.
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      The afternoon after the coffee shop was one of the most pleasant I’d had in a long, long while. Johnny took me through the town, showing me all of his old haunts.

      Our first stop was the local record shop, a cool place called Backwoods Records. Johnny and I spent a good portion of the afternoon browsing through the vinyl, talking about our favorites, and even picking up a few to take back home.

      Once we were done there, we continued on through the town, Johnny pointing out all the places where he used to spend time when he was a kid. As we made our way through the crisscrossed streets of downtown, I was struck by how much I liked the place.

      “It’s so freaking charming here,” I said. “I can’t get over it.”

      “And the best part is you don’t have to be cooped up in an apartment,” he said.

      “I seriously doubt anything about your place in LA lends itself to being ‘cooped up,’” I said with a smile.

      “You’d think so,” he said. “But no matter how big your apartment is, there’s still nothing like having an actual house with a yard and a garage and a basement and all that good stuff.” He nodded down one of the streets. “Come see what I mean.”

      We headed down a few blocks, soon arriving at a street full of gorgeous, Victorian-style homes. They were grand and beautiful, each with their own sweeping front yard.

      “They’re amazing,” I said, and I meant it.

      “Old homes,” he said. “Built over a hundred years ago. You can’t really compare some ultra-modern apartment building to these.”

      I stopped in front of one, a striking three-story brick home with a massive yard and a huge porch.

      “Oh, my God,” I said. “I’ve always wanted a place with a porch. You know, a place to sit and enjoy some nice spring day, or in the fall when the leaves start to change.”

      I imagined the scene, Johnny and I sitting on the porch, a kid—maybe two—playing in the front yard. Hell, maybe even a big, friendly dog to complete the scene. But not wanting to scare the hell out of Johnny with too much domestic fantasy, I kept it to myself.

      “Lots of room,” he said. “Peace and quiet. What’s not to like?”

      I was finding it hard to argue with him. But before I could get too swept up in things, Johnny took out his phone and checked it.

      “Okay,” he said. “The parents are wondering why I’ve been in town for hours and haven’t come to see them. You ready?”

      I nodded. “Ready.”

      And I was. I’d been having so much fun learning about this part of Johnny that he’d kept secret from the world, so meeting his parents seemed like the next logical step.

      “Then let’s do it.”

      We stopped by the wine store and picked up a bottle of something red—didn’t matter what exactly, since neither of us were going to be drinking it—then got back in my car. This time I was behind the wheel. We took a quick drive out of downtown, soon arriving in a charming little neighborhood that was so picturesque I could hardly believe it.

      “It’s so strange to see that this is where you grew up,” I said we drove down the quiet streets.

      “Expecting something more hardcore?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “They say the struggle is what makes great artists, after all.”

      “I think that’s a load of BS,” he said. “What made me good was growing up in a loving household with a family that encouraged me. I can’t imagine having gotten to where I am without having the parents I did.”

      A thought occurred to me as we drove through the streets of his neighborhood—what if Johnny’s bad behavior over the years had been a result of him being so far removed from the sort of life he had when he grew up? What if, deep down, what he needed was to be back in a place like this?

      Maybe even with a family of his own?

      But, like the rest of the thoughts this trip into Johnny’s past had been putting in my mind, I kept it to myself.

      “Right here,” he said, pointing to a cute two-story bungalow.

      “That’s the place?”

      “That’s the place.”

      I pulled into the driveway and killed the engine. Johnny reached over and took my hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. I was already getting used to him being there to support me when I needed it; the man was pretty damn good at it, after all.

      “They won’t bite,” he said.

      That wasn’t what I was worried about. It was more that I was about to cross a very, very serious point with Johnny. Meeting someone’s parents was no small thing. Between the pregnancy and this, he and I were becoming something serious extremely quickly.

      I took a quick moment to psych myself up, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

      He gave me a nod, and we both got out. Moments later we were at the front door, which Johnny gave a quick rap.

      “Coming!” called a woman’s voice from inside.

      Johnny took my hand as we waited, giving it another squeeze. I glanced down at my outfit. I was wearing a thick coat and a sweater underneath, which meant there was a chance that his parents weren’t going to notice my pregnancy right away. I realized that I hadn’t talked with Johnny about how, exactly, we were going to drop the news.

      Before I could give the matter too much thought, however, the door opened.

      The couple, Johnny’s parents, were two attractive people in their mid-sixties. His father was tall and trim, with Johnny’s lean, solid build and angular, handsome face. Whereas Johnny had a head full of thick, dark hair, however, the man’s head was as bald and shiny as they came. He was dressed in a thick, comfy-looking dark blue cardigan and a pair of gray slacks.

      His mother was striking, short and lean, and I knew right away from where Johnny got his piercing blue eyes. She had a warm, easy smile and a head full of curly, sandy-blond hair. Like her husband, she was dressed in comfy but stylish clothes.

      “There they are!” she said, her blue eyes going wide as she threw her arms around Johnny.

      “Hi, Mom,” he said.

      She gave him a quick hug before turning her attention to me.

      “And you must be Kendra, our guest of honor,” she said, giving me a quick, appraising look up and down.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Maxton,” I said.

      Mrs. Maxton waved her hand through the air dismissively, that same warm smile still on her face.

      “None of that while you’re here,” she said. “It’s Mary and Mark to you.”

      She flashed me another easy, welcoming smile as Mark shook Johnny’s hand before turning his attention to me.

      “Mark Maxton,” he said, giving me a brief, firm hug. “Been looking forward to meeting you.”

      “Kendra Peters,” I said. “And likewise.”

      “Looking forward” wasn’t exactly the right way to put it. I’d been verging on terrified, but my fears quickly vanished when I realized how welcoming and friendly Johnny’s parents were.

      “Come on in,” said Mary. “Long drive here from Seattle, I bet.”

      Minutes later the four of us were seated in the living room, cups of coffee in front of us. My eyes drifted around the space, taking in the comfy, homey décor. To my left, a small fire crackled in the fireplace. It was all so…pleasant and normal. I still couldn’t believe that Johnny came from a place like this.

      “Still can’t wait to get that thing going, huh, Mom?” asked Johnny, tilting his head toward the fireplace.

      “You know how your mother is,” said Mark. “First chilly day of the year and she’s got a fire going like it’s the Oregon Trail during a blizzard.”

      Mary gave a good-natured flick of her wrist before turning to the fire and warming her hands in front of it.

      “I just love a good fire,” she said. “Makes a place feel so inviting. What do you think, Kendra?”

      I let my eyes drift to the fire, watching the flames dance for a moment.

      “Totally agree,” I said. “Nothing made me happier when I was a kid than having a roaring fire in the fireplace. No room for that in Seattle, though.”

      “No kidding,” said Johnny. “Stuff like backyards and fireplaces and basements are total luxuries when you live in a place like that.”

      “Don’t know how you kids do it,” said Mark. “Back when your mother and I got married, I couldn’t get out of Portland fast enough. And that was before it got turned into some skinny-jeans hipster joint.”

      I laughed at his comment. But sitting in the living room, I could see where he was coming from. It was such a warm, comfortable space. I could easily picture Johnny as a kid running through the halls of the house, playing and yelling at the top of his lungs as he practiced his singing.

      A house like this would be a perfect place to raise a family. No doubt about that.

      We chatted for a little while longer, Johnny telling his parents the story of how we met.

      “You snuck backstage just to see him?” Mary asked. “In a fake uniform and everything?”

      “In a fake uniform and everything,” I said. “But I wasn’t going back there to ask him on a date. I wanted him on my label.”

      “Still can’t believe you run your own record company,” said Mark. “I can’t imagine the work that must involve.”

      “It’s a lot of work,” I said. “But it’s worth it. I’m giving bands the chance to make it big, maybe be as big as Johnny someday.”

      “My son the rock star,” said Mary. She reached over and gave Johnny’s knee a squeeze. “He’ll always be little Johnathan to me, though. That cute little brat waking me up in the middle of the night playing his guitar at some ungodly hour.”

      The smile on her face made it clear she hadn’t been bothered by his interruptions one bit.

      Johnny sniffed the air, and I did the same. There was the smell of something delicious in the oven, something familiar.

      “You making dinner, Mom?” asked Johnny.

      “You bet I am,” said Mary. “You want to guess what it is?”

      Johnny took another slow sniff, a smile spreading across his face after he did.

      “Chicken parm?” he asked.

      “Kid’s got a hell of a nose to go along with that ear of his, huh?” asked Mark to me.

      “No doubt about that,” I said.

      “My favorite,” he said. “You guys really know how to welcome someone in from the road.”

      “Anything for you, sweetheart,” said Mary. “And your pretty friend.”

      I couldn’t help but blush.

      “Better watch out though, Mom,” said Johnny. “Kendra makes a hell of a chicken parm herself.”

      “That right?” asked Mary.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said. “Just some recipe I found on the internet.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, babe,” said Johnny. “Probably second-best chicken parm I’ve ever had.”

      I wanted to respond, but all I could think about was how much I loved to hear him call me “babe.”

      “Well,” said Mary. “I put the food in the oven right before you two showed up, so it should be ready right about now. You all ready to eat?”

      “You bet,” I said.
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      I pushed my plate away, every last bit of the marinara having been cleaned up by a piece of Mary’s delicious, homemade bread.

      “I take it that means you’re full?” asked Mary.

      “So full,” I said. “I’ve been eating like crazy for the last few months.”

      My eyes went wide as I caught myself. Johnny and I hadn’t spilled the beans about the baby yet. I wanted us to get a moment together so we could figure out how to drop the news, and I found myself wishing we’d discussed the matter on the drive over.

      I placed my hand on my belly under the table, feeling the roundness through my sweater.

      “Nothing wrong with a girl with an appetite,” said Mark. “When Mary and I went out on one of our first dates, she almost out-ate me pound-for-pound at the steakhouse we went to. One of the things that made me know she was the girl for me.”

      Mary let out a chiming laugh as she reached over and gave Mark’s arm a squeeze.

      “Sure you guys don’t want any wine?” asked Mark, holding up the bottle and preparing to pour.

      “Nah,” said Johnny. “I’m trying to take it easy these days.”

      “Now that’s a relief,” said Mary. “I saw those pictures of you at that prison a few months back.”

      Johnny shook his head ruefully. “Still can’t believe I ended up at freaking Alcatraz.”

      “At least you were at a jail where you could come and go as you wanted,” said Mark with a smirk.

      “No kidding,” said Johnny. “Anyway, between that and the hangover I had, I’m pretty confident I made the right decision in giving up booze for a while.”

      “And what about you, sweetheart?” asked Mary. “Just not much of a drinker?”

      My stomach tensed. Anything that came out of my mouth that didn’t involve the word “baby” would be a lie.

      I was torn. I didn’t want to share the news without talking to Johnny about it, but at the same time, I wasn’t crazy about the idea of lying to Johnny’s parents.

      What if I were to tell them and they were furious?

      Time seemed to draw out as I scanned my mind for some kind of answer that would make the question go away.

      “You okay over there?” asked Mark.

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah,” I said. “Just…ate a lot is all.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Johnny looking at me with concerned eyes. Deep down, I hoped that he could tell what I was thinking.

      “Well, let me clear the table,” said Mary. “Got some pie from that bakery you love downtown, Johnathan.”

      “Dutch apple?” he asked, his face lighting up in a way I could only describe as adorable.

      “Dutch apple,” Mary confirmed as she collected the plates. “With ice cream and caramel.”

      “You sure know how to make a guy glad he came home, Mom,” said Johnny.

      The feeling of tension in my gut didn’t go away. I was totally unsure of what to do.

      “You need to lie down, Kendra?” asked Mark. “You look a little pale.”

      My heart began to thud in my chest, and my skin grew cold. I had no idea why I was having such a reaction. All I needed was to spin out a little lie and it would all go away.

      But I didn’t want to lie. I’d done enough of that over the last few months. What would Johnny say if I spilled the news?

      Then, I felt something. It was a pressure on my leg under the table that I recognized right away as Johnny’s hand. He gave my leg a gentle squeeze, and I glanced up to see him regarding me with warm, knowing eyes.

      I could tell instantly that he knew what was on my mind. And what’s more, the look on his face seemed to have a clear message: “It’s okay. You can tell them.”

      Relief moved over me like a cool breeze. But now the hard part was here. I took Johnny’s hand under the table and gave him another squeeze. By this point, Mark and Mary could tell that there was something going on, and they both watched me with careful expressions.

      “There’s another piece of news other than the fact that Johnny and I are together,” I said.

      Though as I spoke the words, I had no idea if that was even true. Johnny had told me that he was going to do right by me, but I still didn’t know if that meant he was going to be with me as we raised the baby together, or what.

      But I went on. “I’m…pregnant.”

      And there it was. The words had been spoken; the news was out in the open. Nothing to do now but wait for the reactions.

      Mary’s expression turned from one of concern right back to that warm, easy face she’d had on since I’d come in.

      “Oh, honey,” she said. “I know.”

      Wait, what?

      “Huh?” I said, the word tumbling out of my mouth.

      “Wait a minute,” said Johnny. “You know?”

      Mary chuckled, and Mark did the same.

      “Of course, I knew!” she said. “We both did.”

      “But how?” asked Johnny. “We haven’t told anyone.”

      “Johnathan,” said Mary. “You think a woman who’s had two kids can’t spot a pregnant woman from a mile away? I could tell the second I saw you waddle to the chair in the living room.”

      “Yeah, it was pretty obvious,” said Mark, a smile on his face too. “You look just like Mary when she was…hmm, about five months pregnant?”

      “That’s right!” I said. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I was so relieved that I could hardly stand it.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” asked Johnny.

      “We both wanted to see how long it would take you to tell us,” said Mark.

      “And it’s more fun to hear it from the mouths of the parents-to-be,” said Mary. “So, congratulations!”

      Mary let out a shriek of joy as she ran over and threw her arms around me. I got up out of my chair and hugged her right back. Mark congratulated Johnny before coming over and giving me a hug of his own.

      Once the congratulations had gone all around, the four of us moved into the living room where Mary soon entered with plates piled high with pie and ice cream. Now that the anxiety had faded, my usual pregnant-lady hunger returned, and I happily dug into my dessert.

      “There are seconds if you want them,” said Mary.

      “Oh, I think I do,” I said once I’d dabbed up the last bit of caramel with my fingertip and placed it on my tongue.

      “That’s what I want to hear,” said Mark with a smile. “A hungry mom-to-be is a healthy mom-to-be.”

      Mary took my plate and headed into the kitchen. Moments later she returned with a fresh slice, a big scoop of vanilla ice cream on the side.

      “So,” said Mark. “I suppose there’s one more elephant in the room.”

      Johnny and I exchanged a glance. There sure was.

      “You mean what’s going on between Kendra and me?” he asked.

      Mary nodded, and Mark looked on with interest.

      I couldn’t even begin to answer the question. And it didn’t seem like my call to make. I knew that no matter what, I was going to be raising this kid. Whatever role Johnny wanted to play in all of that was his decision.

      Still, that didn’t mean I wasn’t very curious to hear what he had to say on the matter.

      A thoughtful look took hold of his handsome features.

      “We’re still figuring all that out,” he said. “This was some really sudden news, and I’ve still got the tour and everything else.”

      Mary nodded sagely.

      “You’ll work it out,” she said. “The thing about babies is they tend to make the important stuff very clear, very quickly.”

      And that was that.

      It was an answer, but not one that put the question to rest for me. Still, it was probably the best I was going to get for now. He was right about this being sudden news; it’d only been a day since I’d dropped the baby bomb on him.

      “Well,” said Mark. “I think it’s about time for the old folks to get to bed. Johnny, your room upstairs is still how it’s always been.”

      “I keep telling you both you can turn it into a normal guest room,” he said.

      “Maybe someday,” said Mary. “But for now, it’s all yours.”

      Johnny’s parents said their goodnights, and soon it was just Johnny and me.

      “Room’s all yours,” he said, grabbing a pillow next to him and fluffing it up.

      Us sleeping in bed together was another issue that we hadn’t really addressed. He’d crashed on the couch at my apartment last night, and the subject hadn’t really been discussed.

      Part of me wanted him in bed at my side, his strong arms wrapped about my body. But another part wanted space so I could think about all of this. And since he’d already made the call, I decided to go along with it.

      “Night,” I said.

      He gave me a warm smile.

      “Good night,” he said. “You did great today.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I did my best to hide it, but his words really made me feel good.

      “Let me show you my room,” he said.

      “Sure.”

      He led me up the narrow, picture-lined staircase that took us to the second floor.

      “You were such a cute kid,” I said, noting the pictures of Johnny back when he was much, much younger.

      “No kidding,” he said. “What the hell happened?”

      I grinned at his corny joke, and we were soon at the entrance to his room. It was a small space with a slanted roof, the window looking out over the long stretch of the backyard. Posters for rock bands from the ’70s and ’80s were hung up here and there, and an old, worn acoustic guitar was in the corner.

      “Damn,” I said. “This is really your room.”

      “It’s really my room,” he said. “Feels even smaller than it used to.”

      His arms spanned the bedroom door as he looked into the space. The bed was a single, so being by myself was actually a pretty good idea. Though we could make it work. We’d just have to get very, very close.

      And that would’ve been more than fine with me.

      “You need anything else?” he asked.

      There was something I could think of. But I didn’t want to say it out loud.

      “No,” I said. “I think I’m good.”

      I stood in front of him for several long moments, my eyes locked onto his. Part of me wanted to say screw it all and kiss him. But I didn’t.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He gave me one more smile before shutting the door behind him and leaving me alone.

      I got ready for bed and climbed under the covers. The last thought in my mind before I fell fast asleep was me wondering if he wanted me to kiss him as badly as I wanted to.
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      I awoke to an unmistakable sound—the pitter-pattering of small feet. My eyes opened slowly, and at first, I wondered if I was in the middle of some dream, one about me already having given birth to our baby, the kid already walking and running around.

      But as I came back into the waking world, I realized that it was no dream; there were really kids running around out there. I slowly sat up, my belly making it not as easy to get around as it used to be. I checked my phone and saw that it was actually pretty early—only a little after seven. I felt well-rested and refreshed, ready to get to the bottom of the mystery of why there were small children in the house.

      I threw on some clothes and opened the bedroom door, running and carrying on happening right outside. I stopped short when I saw what was on the other side. It was a little boy, no older than four, stopped in his tracks and staring up at me with the same dark hair and piercing blue eyes as Johnny.

      “Hey there!” I said brightly.

      “Hey,” he said, clearly not having expected to see anyone appear right next to him.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Parker,” he said in that same flat tone.

      “I’m Kendra,” I said, sticking out my hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      His eyes locked onto my hand, and he stared at it as if I’d just handed him something totally random, like a big banana.

      Before he could react in any other way, another kid ran up, this kid with blond hair, but those same blue eyes. He appeared to be a little older, maybe around six.

      “What’re you doing?” the new kid asked the other one. “Why are you just standing there?”

      “I don’t know,” said Parker before turning away from me as though I wasn’t even there and taking off after the other kid.

      “Okay…” I said out loud, not quite sure to make of what had happened.

      The kids turned a corner and were gone. Not knowing what else to do, I headed downstairs, the sounds of lively chatter coming up from the kitchen. I went into the room to see Johnny, his parents, and a woman I didn’t know. She was slender and pretty, with dark hair and ice-blue eyes. She looked just like the first kid in the hallway, and just like Johnny.

      “Hey!” she said brightly, a big smile on her face. “Good morning!”

      “Morning,” I said.

      “There she is,” said Mark, getting up and heading to the coffee pot. “Have a seat—I’ll grab you some coffee. How do you take it?”

      “A little cream,” I said. “If that’s okay.”

      “I think I can handle that,” said Mark.

      “How’d you sleep?” asked Mary.

      “Great,” I said. Then I pointed upstairs.

      “Those kids…” I said, not sure how else to put it.

      “Oh, those are mine,” said the dark-haired girl.

      For a brief moment, a nightmare scenario appeared in my head. What if this was some woman Johnny had dated years back, some hometown girl he had kids with? Is this how I was going to learn about it?

      “Cass,” said Johnny. “Are you going to introduce yourself or make Kendra wonder what’s going on?”

      The dark-haired girl tapped her forehead with her palm and shook her head.

      “Shoot,” she said. “Sorry.”

      She got up and stuck her hand out to me. “I’m Cassie, Johnny’s sister.”

      Oh man. The relief to end all relief washed over me. This made far more sense than my imagined situation; the girl was a spitting-image of Johnny, after all.

      “But you can just call me Cass,” she went on. “Everyone does.”

      “Kendra,” I said, shaking her hand. “The kids are yours, you said?”

      “Yep,” she said, the sounds of running footsteps thudding on the floor above us. “The little hell-raisers are mine. Hope they didn’t wake you up. They can be a little rowdy.”

      “Nope,” I said, sliding into one of the open chairs. “The younger one’s name is Parker?”

      “Yep,” she said. “Parker’s four, and Mason turns seven next month.”

      It was so strange seeing Cass next to Johnny. They totally looked like siblings, but while Johnny was all tattoos and edge, Cass was more, well, normal. Judging by her rings, she was married. Here were two siblings whose lives had gone in totally opposite directions.

      Then again, I considered, placing my hand on my belly. Maybe not too opposite for long.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” said Johnny, “but when she stopped by, I couldn’t wait to tell her the news.”

      “Oh, my God!” said Cass, reaching over and throwing her arms around me. “I can’t believe it. And you’re going to be a mom. How excited are you?”

      “Pretty excited,” I said. “And a little nervous.”

      “That’s totally normal,” she said. “I was a bundle of nerves before I had Mason. But once he’s out and in your arms…there’s nothing else like it. You’re seriously going to wonder what your life was like before the little guy. Or girl. Johnny told me you’re waiting to be surprised.”

      Mark set a cup of coffee in front of me and took a seat. Anxiety began to creep over me, but before I could let it take hold, I felt the touch of Johnny’s hand on mine under the table. Instantly, I felt better. The man was magic, able to set my nerves at ease with a single touch.

      “I’m sure you’re right,” I said. “But right now, I’m just taking it one day at a time.”

      “Well, at least you’ve got Johnny here with you. I still can’t believe my little brother’s going to be a dad. Part of me was thinking that he was going to be one of those rockers who never grew up—no offense.” She flashed him a smile.

      “None taken,” he said. “I’d been starting to wonder the same thing.”

      We all quickly fell into lively conversation, Mary making us a delicious breakfast of eggs and French toast as the kids came down to join us. Over the course of the conversation, I learned that my suspicions, about Cassie being the more “normal” of the siblings, were true; while Johnny went off to Portland and started his rock career, she stayed in Pine Bluff and became a mom. And she loved it.

      “I can’t wait for us to get to know each other better,” she told me. “And I just know the kids are going to be best buds right out of the gate.”

      “Let’s get this kid out happy and healthy before we start thinking about stuff like that,” said Johnny.

      His phone buzzed on the table, and he frowned as he looked at the screen.

      “Okay,” he said. “Hate to cut the fun short, but we need to get a move on back to Seattle. Got a show in Portland soon and my manager’s blowing up my phone wanting me to get back to town.”

      “But you just got here!” Mary wailed.

      “We’ll be back soon,” said Johnny. “Don’t you all worry about that.”

      I helped Mary clean up in the kitchen as Cassie and Johnny caught up, the kids playing with Mark. When we were done, we gathered up our things and prepared to head out.

      “Thank you so much for having me,” I said to the family. “I can’t wait to see you all again soon.”

      “Oh, trust us,” said Mary, Mark’s arm wrapped around her waist. “Three months from now you’ll be wondering how to get us to leave you alone.”

      We said our goodbyes and soon enough, we were on the road.

      “Hope you don’t mind, but I told Josh I’d swing by and play a couple of songs,” said Johnny.

      I smiled. “I don’t mind.”

      “Listen,” said Johnny. “You were great. I knew you would be, but damn, they really loved you.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I don’t feel like I did anything special.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “You were sweet and warm and just damn good company. I think you’re so used to how you are that you don’t even realize how nice it is to be around you.”

      Warmth spread out from my heart. The man seemed to always know the right thing to say.

      “And I’m sure the fact that you aren’t a surly chick with neck tattoos and a bull-nose ring piercing didn’t hurt, either,” he said with a grin.

      “Never too late,” I said.

      There was a silence, and I could tell that Johnny wanted to say something but seemed to not know quite how.

      “Listen,” he said. “My little set I’m about to play.”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “I’ve been working on some new stuff. Some things I think you might like. But the last song in particular—it’s something that you haven’t heard before.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Is that right?” I asked, quite intrigued.

      “That’s right,” he says. “So listen, especially to the lyrics, and then let me know what you think. But go easy on me—I am a sensitive artist-type, after all.” Another cheeky smirk.

      “Okay,” I said as Johnny steered the car down the lanes of downtown. “I’ll keep in mind your delicate temperament.”

      “That’s all I ask,” he said with a grin.

      Before too long we were in front of the coffee shop. Through the tall glass windows of the space, I could see that word had already gotten out about Johnny’s secret show. The place was packed with dozens of people crammed in to see the performance.

      Johnny held the door open for me, and the two of us entered, the place bursting out into wild cheers as Johnny strode in.

      “Knock ’em dead,” I said.

      Part of me wanted to plant a big good-luck kiss on his lips, but then I remembered that our thing was still a secret, so far as the public was concerned. Johnny smooching a pregnant lady would sure as hell make some tabloids.

      “Thanks,” he said, giving me a wink before he started toward the stage.

      I grabbed a seat as Johnny took his place on the stool in the middle of the small space. A guitar was waiting for him, and he picked it up, placed it on his lap, and began picking at the strings.

      “Good to see you all,” he said. “Don’t get around to the hometown as much as I’d like, but it sure feels nice to see some familiar faces.”

      The applause had died down, everyone in the crowd hanging on his words.

      “So, as a special little treat for you all, I’m going to be playing some new stuff I’ve been working on. It’s a little different than what you all might be used to with Memphisto, but I think you’re going to like it. For those of you who watched me play my first songs on this stage over a decade ago, they might take you back.”

      He strummed a big, open chord.

      “So,” he said. “Without further ado…”
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      The man was pure magic to watch. Johnny gently picked the guitar, the notes floating over the crowd like leaves blown on a gentle autumn breeze. And his voice…God, his voice. It was a far cry from his hard rock snarl, that cocky growl. Instead, it was his beautiful, clear tenor, so flawless and gorgeous that I could hardly believe it.

      In another life I could’ve imagined him in a church choir, his stunning voice leading a hymn. But instead there he was, tatted up and picking at the strings of the guitar, singing the songs that he’d played for me in my apartment some months back.

      The songs had only gotten stronger since. They were beautiful before, of course, but they were only sketches. Now, they were fleshed-out and fully realized. And my manager mind was already going into overdrive, trying to figure out if the songs would sound better with a full band arrangement, or stripped-down like they were, just Johnny and his guitar.

      Either way, they were gems. I couldn’t believe what a fool his manager was to think they weren’t worth recording and putting out for the world to hear. If the enraptured crowd here was any indication, they’d be instant hits.

      Johnny played the closing chords of his third song, booming applause filling the small shop.

      “Thank you all so much,” he said. “I’d love to stay here with you guys all day, but this trip into town was actually a little break from my tour, and duty calls. But before I leave, I’ve got one last song for you all. It’s a song I wrote a few months back. It’s called ‘Silhouette.’”

      This was it—the song that he wanted me to pay special attention to.

      Johnny dropped the tuning of his guitar, giving the song a moodier feel. Then he began strumming, the hook already snatching my attention.

      Then he began to sing, and I knew right away the significance of the lyrics.

      They were about him in a small apartment, playing his guitar, watching a girl he’d just met, but already felt like he knew so well, make dinner for him. As the song went on, he laid his feelings bare, sharing how as he watched the girl cook, entranced by her shape, her silhouette, he found himself feeling a way that he’d long thought he wasn’t capable of.

      And the girl was me.

      I didn’t know what to say. All I could do was sit as stunned as the rest of the crowd as he went into the explosive chorus of the song, taking us all away to the same height of musical bliss.

      “Thank you all so much,” Johnny said over raging applause as the song came to an end. “I’ll be back again soon.”

      He nodded to me as he set down the guitar and hopped off the stage.

      “Did you like it?” he asked, a small smile on his lips.

      I didn’t know what to say. “It-it…”

      Sensing how tongue-tied I was, he spoke for the both of us with a hard, passionate kiss. The applause swirled around us, love causing my heart to feel as though it was about to burst.
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      An hour later, in the car, I was still stunned. Luckily Johnny was behind the wheel and was able to handle music duties, because I was so focused on the last song he’d sung that I could hardly think about anything else.

      “You okay over there?” he asked, his eyes on the road.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. “What the hell is wrong with Rick?”

      Johnny let out a quick bark of a laugh.

      “You figure that out, you let me know,” he said. “But is there something specific wrong with him that you’re trying to figure out?”

      “Just how the hell he could have songs like that ready to go and not see how freaking brilliant they are,” I said. “Any manager worth a damn could tell you’ve got something amazing.”

      “You’re too kind, cutie pie,” he said. “But they’re far from ready to go. I’m going to be tinkering with them for a long while.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “But even when they were still in their early drafts, I could tell they were amazing.”

      “Well, I’m glad I’ve got your vote of confidence,” he said. “But I’m more curious to know what you think about the lyrics.”

      That was a whole other thing.

      “I-I don’t know what to say,” I said.

      “I hope they weren’t too much?”

      “No,” I said. “It’s not that—not at all. More that...if that’s how you feel—”

      “And it is,” he said. “As clear as I can be.”

      “Then that means we have something here,” I said. “Something special.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “And I’ve been feeling the same way about you. But I was thinking I must be crazy or something to feel so strongly for you. Now I know you feel the same way.”

      “It’s the honest truth,” he said. “Back when I was watching you make that dinner for me in Seattle, that first weekend we spent together. It seemed crazy to me, but all I could think about was how strongly I felt for you, how even though I’d only known you for a short time, I could imagine being with you for the rest of my life, building something special with you. It’s what I thought about as I watched you cook, watching your silhouette.”

      I didn’t know what to say. So, I didn’t say anything. I leaned over and kissed him hard, and he kissed me right back.

      “Easy now,” he said with a laugh. “Unless you want me to put this car right into those pine trees.”

      I planted one last kiss on his lips before falling back in my seat. Then shook my head.

      “But Rick and this damn tour,” I said. “It’s like the universe doesn’t want us to be together.”

      “I know what you mean,” he said. “It’s like we’re being conspired against.”

      “There’s nothing to be done,” I said. “You’re going to be on tour, and then you’re going to be stuck with Rick after that, and if word gets out that I went back on my word with Rick, then he’s going to come after me.”

      “That right?” Johnny asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “So we’re right back to where we were. I’m going back to Seattle, and you’re going back on tour.”

      “Well,” said Johnny. “There’s always another option.”

      I was confused.

      “What other option?” I asked.

      “I could take this car straight to Portland,” he said. “You could come with me to the show tonight.”

      I wasn’t ready for this suggestion.

      “Wait, are you serious?” I asked. “Just…come with you to Portland. Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” he said.

      “What about my label? What about Rick? Hell, what about my clothes?”

      He laughed.

      “First of all, to hell with Rick. I’m about done with my life being dictated by him. If this makes him want to cut me loose, then that’s more than fine with me.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Johnny was ready to throw it all away just to be with me.

      “You can’t do that,” I said.

      Now I was thinking about what Rick said about suing me for lost profits. He had the ability to ruin my label, and Johnny was about to put it all in motion.

      “And why’s that?” he asked.

      “Because—” He waved his hand through the air. “Listen,” he said. “I’ve made my decision. If there are consequences, then they’re going to fall all on me.”

      I was excited but nervous as hell. Did Johnny know what he was getting into?

      “And as far as the rest,” he said. “Can you take a day or two off from your label?”

      “I think so,” I said. “The interns should be able to handle it.”

      “Good,” he said. “And I’ll get you some clothes once we’re there.”

      He reached over and took my hand.

      “I’m serious about what I said, Kendra. I’m going to take care of all of this. I want us to be together.”

      “Me too.”

      “Then that’s all we need. You’re having my kid, and there’s not a chance in hell that I’m going to let another day pass without being the man you deserve.”

      His tone was earnest—serious, even. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he meant what he was saying.

      “Now,” he said. “There’s only one question left.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      I didn’t even need to think about it. “I do.”

      “Then let’s see where this takes us.”
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      I strode into the green room with a half hour left before the show.

      “Holy shit,” said Cole, polishing off his customary pre-show shakes. “There you are!”

      “Damn, Johnny,” said Marcus, who looked like he’d spent the last hour pacing a groove into the floor. “Where the hell were you?”

      “On the road,” I said.

      “On the road without a phone?” asked Marcus.

      “Nah,” I said. “Just didn’t feel like doing much talking. But you guys know I’d never let you down.”

      Stone flashed me a smirk from between two groupies.

      “Yup,” he said. “I wasn’t too worried. Rick, on the other hand.”

      I couldn’t help but let out a snort at the mention of our manager. “How’s he holding up?”

      “Last I saw the dude he looked like he was about to blow his top,” said Cole.

      “Figures,” I said.

      I shot a glance at the girls on the couch and flicked my head toward the door.

      “Both of you, take off,” I said. “Emergency band meeting.”

      The girls looked disappointed but got up and began to head out.

      “Don’t worry, ladies,” said Stone with a cocky smirk. “I’ll be looking for you two after the show.”

      The girls giggled and left, the door shutting behind them.

      “Band meeting?” asked Marcus. “When’s the last time we had one of those?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Because we’re having one now.”

      “I don’t like the sound of this,” said Marcus. “What’s up, Johnny?”

      “Sit down and I’ll tell you all about it…”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I filled in the guys. Right at the moment I finished, to stunned faces all around, a bang sounded out from the door.

      “You in there, Johnny?”

      It was Rick.

      “Shit,” I said. “Time for the other hard part.”

      “Are you…you sure about all this, Johnny?” asked Cole.

      “Sure as it gets,” I said.

      “I don’t like it,” said Marcus. “But we’re in this together.”

      More banging.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get ready to play. I’ll meet you guys out there.”

      The boys nodded and headed out. What I’d told them hadn’t been easy, not even a little bit, but it had to be said. Lucky for me, they all took it pretty damn well.

      They were good dudes like that.

      Rick, on the other hand, I was expecting a little more resistance from. That’s why I’d come up with a special way to break the news to him.

      The door flew open, and there he was, a frantic expression on his face.

      “Jesus, Johnny,” he said. “Where the hell have you been? And why the hell haven’t you been answering your phone?”

      “Had something important to take care of,” I told him.

      “More important than letting your freaking manager know where you were?”

      “More important than that,” I said.

      He shook his head in frustration.

      “Whatever,” he said. “You’re here now—that’s what matters. You ready to play?”

      “Ready,” I said.

      “Good. I saw the rest of the guys getting out there. You got a hell of a crowd tonight. You remember what I said about wowing them?”

      “You bet.”

      “Good,” he said. “Don’t keep them waiting.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said, blowing past him and heading out of the room.

      “Oh,” I said over my shoulder. “Enjoy the show, Rick. I have a feeling it’s going to be one to remember.”

      Before he could make heads or tails of what I’d said, I was off.

      I strode down the hall leading to the stage, the roar of the crowd growing louder with each step. I knew there was a chance that this was going to be the last show I was going to play in a very, very long time, and I was ready to make it one to remember.

      The crowd exploded when I stepped out on stage, and I raised a clenched fist in the air as I strode toward the microphone.

      I scanned the crowd, spotting Kendra near the back. As soon as my eyes laid on her, the rest of the crowd melted away. As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t anyone else there but her.

      “You ready, Portland?” I called out to the rock club.

      The place was a smaller venue, a more intimate show for our homecoming. But that didn’t stop the place from sounding as loud as a stadium.

      As I looked over the crowd, I took in their faces, their eager eyes as they waited for me to play. I had no idea when I’d next be up on stage like this with a band behind me and ready to rock. I vowed to burn it into memory. With Kendra there, that wasn’t going to be hard.

      I grabbed my guitar and slung it over my shoulder. Pick in hand, I ripped out a booming, distorted chord as Cole clacked his drumsticks together.

      Then it was on. We tore through the first few songs of the set, each of us on the top of our game. Not a note was off, and not a single beat was missed. It might’ve been the nostalgia talking, but I was half-convinced it was the best show that we’d ever played.

      We soon finished up the third-to-last song of our set, “Grey Mountain,” and the calls for more filled the air.

      But they weren’t going to get any more.

      The show was over.

      Taking one last look over the crowd, I pulled my guitar over my shoulders and set it down.

      “Portland!” I called out.

      More booming applause.

      “You’ve been a hell of an audience tonight. Shit—the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced that after playing for you guys, I don’t want to play for another crowd in my life!”

      I nodded, watching confused expressions appear on the faces of some of the crowd.

      “In fact, that’s what I think I’m going to do. That’s it for me! The boys will be playing the rest of the set, but I’m done.”

      And that was that. The faces in the crowd showed in clear-as-crystal terms that they were about as bemused about all this as it gets. I grabbed my guitar picks from the holder on the mic stand and tossed them out into the audience for anyone who wanted a reminder of what was likely to be Memphisto’s last show together.

      Most shocked of all was Kendra. Her eyes were wide as saucers, and her jaw looked about ready to unhinge and slam to the floor like a dropped weight at the gym. I gave her a quick “come on” nod as I strode off the stage and stepped backstage.

      I half-expected to see Rick waiting for me with a gun. Instead, the back hall was totally empty.

      It was just me.

      I took a moment to savor the silence, knowing that I’d just crossed a threshold that separated one part of my life from another. I was no longer Johnny Maxton of Memphisto, the only identity I’d known for as long as I’d been an adult. I was now…something else.

      Johnny, the father-to-be.

      Maybe just “John.”

      Before I could think too much about all of that, I heard the open-and-close of a door behind me, the murmuring of the crowd growing louder for a few brief moments as the door was opened.

      “Johnny!”

      It was Kendra. I turned to see her standing there, a totally shocked look on her face.

      “What the hell did you just do?”

      “I quit the band,” I said.

      “I see that!” she said.

      “How’s the crowd reacting?”

      “Pretty sure half of them are expecting you to come out on stage and tell them it was all a joke.”

      Through the wall, I heard the “clack-clack-clack” of Cole hitting his drumsticks together as the band started in on some instrumental B-sides.

      “What’s happening out there?” she asked. “Why’s the band still playing?”

      “The guys knew all about this before we went on. I wanted to give the crowd a good show before I quit, so I played most of the set, and now they’re about to hear some unheard instrumental material. I figured between that and being able to say they were at the show when I quit on stage, that would make their ticket price more than worth it. Probably send ’em out with a little free merch, too.”

      She waved her hands in front of her face.

      “Slow down,” she said. “You’re getting way, way ahead of things. You just quit the band!”

      “I know,” I said, crashing guitars and pounding drums now playing from the stage.

      The music was so loud that I could barely think straight.

      “Come on,” I said, nodding toward the back exit. “Let’s get out of here and talk about it. I wouldn’t mind if this was the last club I saw the inside of for a long, long time.”
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      I was in a daze as we made our way out of the club and stepped into the cool evening air.

      “Good,” said Johnny, seeing that the alley behind the venue was empty. “I was worried that the music press would already be here waiting for me. Bet you anything they’re on their way.”

      I was too shocked to say anything. In fact, if Johnny hadn’t taken me by the hand and led me along, I probably would’ve stayed there with my feet glued to the ground.

      Finally, I was able to speak.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Someplace quiet,” he said.

      That didn’t answer my question the slightest, but I was ready to let him do the thinking for me, at least at that moment.

      Finally, we arrived at a small, hole-in-the-wall bar, not too dissimilar from the one where he and I had met so many months ago.

      “You like ginger beer?” he asked as we took seats at the bar. “No alcohol, but still pretty damn good.”

      “Sure,” I said softly, though debating the pros and cons of the various non-alcoholic alternatives was the last thing I wanted to do at that moment.

      Seconds later, a pair of dark bottles were uncapped and placed in front of us. Johnny took a long swig of his, letting out an “ahh” as he set it back down on the bar.

      “Okay,” I said, finally getting my nerve back. “You want to tell me what the hell just happened?”

      “You were there,” he said. “I quit the band.”

      “I know that,” I said. “I saw it. But why? Do you have any idea what you just threw away?”

      “You’re starting to sound like Rick,” he said.

      That wasn’t a coincidence. Rick’s threats, despite having been given months ago, were still fresh in my mind.

      “Here’s why,” Johnny said. “Because I’ve known for a long, long time that the part of my life with Memphisto was done. Deep down, I knew it from back when we were putting out our second album. But I was in denial, thinking there was something wrong with me.”

      He took another sip.

      “But now that I’ve been with you, Kendra, I know it wasn’t that. I wasn’t imagining that there was something I’ve been wanting more than the band.” He took my hand. “Having you, having a family with a woman like you—that’s what I want.”

      His words were sweet, and a major relief. But that didn’t shake the fear of what Rick had said. Not to mention the fact that it sounded like he was upending his entire life for me.

      “You mean you quit for me?” I breathed.

      “You were a big part of it, that’s for damn sure,” he said. “But even from a creative perspective, it was the right thing to do. My heart’s not with Memphisto anymore. Writing my solo music has been what’s made me happy over the last year, and playing for that little crowd in Pine Bluff, just me and my guitar, that’s what I need.”

      That set my mind at ease. I was glad to hear there was more than only me factoring into the decision.

      But still, there was Rick.

      “And now I can write the music I’ve been wanting to,” he went on, “and be with you and the baby. It’s a win-win, as far as I’m concerned.”

      He didn’t know what was at stake. It was the only explanation for why he was so thrilled and why he didn’t seem to be scared in the slightest.

      Johnny cocked his head and narrowed his eyes slightly, seeming to pick up on it.

      “There’s…something wrong,” he said. “You’re about ten percent as happy about this as I thought you’d be.” He squeezed my hand in a reassuring way. “I know this is going to be a huge change for both of us, but the important thing is that I’m going to be here for you.”

      I slipped my hand out of his and grabbed my ginger beer, taking a sip. There wasn’t any booze in it to make all of this easier, but I could at least pretend.

      “It’s not that,” I said. “I’m thrilled that you’re going to be there for the baby and me and that you’re finally going to be making the music you want.”

      “But…” said Johnny.

      “But Rick.”

      “Screw him,” said Johnny, waving his hand through the air.

      “No,” I said. “I told you what he told me, that he said if I broke up the band and caused a loss of profits, he’d sue me for all I had. Then he’d come after you and do the same. What if he does it? Sure, we might be free, but what good does that do us if we’re broke?”

      Then the reality of what I was saying dawned on me.

      “I can’t believe I’m talking like this,” I said. “I must sound so superficial.”

      “No,” Johnny said. “You’re right. It’d be a bad scene if you had to work at a coffee shop and I had to play music for change on the corner.”

      “And he said you’d be banned from releasing any new material for five years, that he’d blacklist you from the industry,” I went on, the words tumbling out now. “That you’d never get anyone to sign you again.”

      That was it. All of my fears had been laid bare. My words hung in front of us, and I was half-expecting Johnny to sit back and say “oh, shit” as he realized what he’d done now that the high had worn off.

      Instead, he said exactly what I wanted to hear.

      “You don’t have to worry about a thing,” he said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “And I’m not saying that out of my usual sense of overconfidence,” he said with a knowing smirk. “I made sure to get all of this sorted out with my lawyers before I pulled the trigger.”

      “You did?”

      “I did. Nothing Rick told you was true—most of it, anyway. He can’t come after you for loss of profit; nowhere in my contract does it say anything about a non-compete clause, and he can’t blacklist me from the industry. Those were some bullshit, empty threats he told you hoping to scare you into keeping the pregnancy secret from me.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. Now I was more mad than scared. I was furious, in fact.

      “I’m serious,” Johnny went on. “My contract with Redemption is pretty solid, but it’s not unbreakable. The only thing I’m putting at risk by jumping ship are my royalties from the second and third albums, and I’m getting my lawyers to see what I can do about that. But I’m still making tons from the first album, and I’ve got more than enough saved up from what I’ve made over the years.”

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      “And as long as the rest of the guys keep playing for Rick for the next few months, they won’t be at risk of losing out on any money. They weren’t happy that Memphisto’s done, but they’re still going to afford their rock star life.”

      “That means…you can still make music?”

      “That’s exactly what it means,” he said. “Things are going to be tied up in court for a while, but we’ll still be comfortable. And when it’s all done, I’ll have an album full of songs ready to produce—”

      He let a broad smile form on his face. “—on Avalon Records.”

      Whoa. I’d been fantasizing about something like this, but hearing it was something else. Before I had a chance to react, however, Johnny went on.

      “But I don’t care about the fame or the money or anything else. You’re what I want, Kendra—you and the baby and the family we’re going to have. I couldn’t wait another year for us to be together. The thought of you having the baby and me not being there for it, and then you having to raise our child all on your own while I was on the road…”

      He brought his eyes back to mine.

      “It wasn’t acceptable, and now it’s not going to happen.”

      “Then…that’s it?” I asked. “You’re free now?”

      Johnny smiled.

      “I’m free. The moment I walked off that stage I became all yours. And now it’s all about you and me and the baby.”

      He reached over and placed his hand on my belly. His touch was like nothing else. Then he moved in and put his lips on mine.

      The kiss was incredible. It wasn’t simply the kiss itself—it was knowing what it meant, what it represented. It was a kiss that was the start of a new chapter in both my life and his.

      When he finally took his lips away—and part of me wanted him to never do it—he spoke.

      “There’s only one question,” he said.

      “Yeah?” I breathed. “What’s that?”

      “Are you ready?”

      I didn’t even need to think about it.

      “You bet.”
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      The baby kicked. Hard.

      So hard, in fact, that I wondered if this was it, that it was time for the kiddo to come out.

      “You all right over there?” asked Johnny from the living room.

      “Yeah,” I said, steadying myself against the kitchen counter. “Just baby feet flying around in there.”

      “Kid sure can kick,” said Johnny as he scribbled down some notes on a music book in front of him. “Making me think we’ve got a boy in there.”

      “Hey, girls can kick hard too,” I said with a smile.

      He grinned before turning back to his guitar and plucking out a few notes of the main melody line for one of his songs.

      “You don’t have to go tonight,” he said. “You can stay here on the couch, watch some bad TV, and stuff yourself full of junk food. Wouldn’t think less of you for it.”

      “Nah,” I said. “Tonight’s a big night. I want to be there with you for it.”

      And it was a big night. The rest of Memphisto had kept the tour going after Johnny’s sudden departure, and now they were in Seattle.

      “Appreciate it,” he said, setting down his guitar and coming over to me.

      Johnny stepped behind me and slipped his arms around my waist in that way I loved. I leaned my head back, resting it on his shoulder. He placed a soft kiss on my cheek, and I let myself become lost in the moment.

      “You must be proud of those guys,” I said.

      “You have no idea,” I said. “This might sound totally conceited, but I’d been wondering what they were going to do after I left.”

      “Maybe a little conceited,” I said with a smile. “But it’s a good question. The whole ‘Johnny Maxton sound’ was pretty much the center of Memphisto.”

      “Right,” he said. “The guys are crazy talented, but those were all my lyrics, my melodies, hell, even my song names. They were welcome to play them, of course, but I knew they had to go in a new direction.”

      I picked up the tablet in front of me as Johnny let me out of his arms. With a few swipes, I pulled up the website for the venue tonight. Right on the main screen were the three remaining members of Memphisto, but with a different name.

      “‘Wicked Custard,’” I read aloud. “Not sure about the name change.”

      “It’s a Cole thing,” he said with a grin. “Long story. But I told them they were welcome to keep the name.”

      “And they didn’t want to?”

      He shook his head. “Said it wasn’t Memphisto without all four of us.”

      “That’s…kind of sweet,” I said. “For a bunch of rockers.”

      “They’re all softies,” he said. “What can I say?”

      He checked his watch, his eyebrows flicking up as he did.

      “Okay,” he said. “We ought to get going. You ready?”

      “Ready.”

      One more kiss and we were off. The trip down the stairs was tricky with a massive belly, but I managed it.

      “Starting to think we might need to get some sherpas to help you up and down the stairs,” he said with a grin.

      I gave him a playful swat on the arm as we continued down. The car was parked out front, and Johnny offered to drive. Once we were inside, I glanced up at my apartment building as he started the engine.

      “Still thinking about moving?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, there’s no reason why you need to move into my place and not vice-versa.”

      “Of course, there is,” he said. “I can do my work anywhere, and you can only do it here in Seattle. And that place in LA…I’ve actually been considering selling it.”

      This was news.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I paid for it in full when I bought it, so it’s not like I have payments to worry about. And it’s…I don’t know. All I think about when it comes to mind are boring parties and hangovers and all sorts of reminders of the life I used to live.”

      “And my apartment?”

      He smiled and took my hand. “I think about you.”

      “Cornball,” I said with a smile.

      “You love it,” he said.

      I did—he had me there.

      He turned his eyes back to the road as we made our way downtown toward the club.

      “Well, as nice as the sentimentality is,” I said. “We’re about to have a baby. And a little one-bedroom apartment isn’t going to cut it after the first few months.”

      “You’re right about that,” he said.

      “And it’s not like I own the place.”

      A thought seemed to cross his mind. “I’ve got some plans in the works. But you know I like my surprises.”

      “I do,” I said. “Just make sure to let me know before you sign on any dotted lines.”

      “You got it,” he said.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what he had in mind. The subject of where we were going to end up had been the elephant in the room for the last few months of my pregnancy since he’d moved in, but I knew that priority number one was to get this little guy—or girl—out of me. And with only a week until the due date, the time was fast approaching.

      The towers of downtown Seattle passed, and I watched them begin to twinkle with their evening lights. I loved the city, no doubt about that, but over the last few months, I kept finding myself thinking about Pine Bluff, the cute, charming little town where Johnny had grown up.

      But I put it all out of my mind as we approached the venue. Johnny parked, and we were soon making our way to the stadium. He pulled the hood of his sweater over his head, reminding me of that first night we’d met when he came into the bar, his gorgeous face shrouded in darkness.

      “We’re going in the side entrance,” he said.

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Can’t imagine the scene if people found out you were here.”

      We hurried across the parking lot as fast as my pregnant body would allow. And as we drew closer to the stadium, I found myself chuckling.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Only thinking about how the last time I was here, I was dressed in a delivery-girl uniform and sneaking in to see you.”

      “Oh yeah,” he said with a grin. “Time flies.”

      He took my hand.

      “But I have to tell you a secret,” I said with a sly smile.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “I told you that I wanted to see you so I could get you on my label.”

      “Right…” he said.

      “But really, I wanted to see you in person.”

      He laughed. “When stalking pays off.”

      “Hey,” I said. “‘Stalking’ is such an ugly word. I prefer to think of it as ‘close-distance admiration.’”

      Another laugh. “With that kind of creativity maybe you ought to consider writing some songs of your own.”

      “Nah,” I said. “I’ll leave that to the professionals.”

      The security guards noticed our approach and quickly waved us in once they saw who we were. Or, more specifically, who Johnny was. Though anyone who paid any attention to music gossip knew that I was his girl.

      His girl. Part of me loved it, and another part of me wished that he and I could be something more, something official. But I put it out of my mind. Like our living situation, this was something that would be better to think about once the baby had arrived.

      Johnny led me through the back halls of the stadium and up a flight of stairs.

      “You’re going to love the seats,” he said. “Best view in the place.”

      We arrived at a small elevator and stepped inside, the doors shutting and leaving us in relative quiet. Seeing him standing there, looking as handsome as ever, I couldn’t resist grabbing onto his hips and pulling him in for a long, deep kiss.

      Even months into our relationship the man still could cast a spell on me. His touch, his taste, his kiss was all like nothing else. I knew without a doubt that I’d be a happy girl if these lips could be the last ones I’d kiss for the rest of my life.

      The doors opened, and he slowly pulled away from me.

      “We might have to come back to this once we get home,” he said with a grin.

      “Maybe if you’re good,” I said. “And if it’s even logistically possible.”

      “Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” he said. “And there’s definitely a will.”

      He led me down another hallway to a locked door. He took out a keycard and swiped it in front of the lock, opening it up. On the other side was an enclosed booth that looked out over the entirety of the stadium, the stage right in front of it. From there I could see that the stadium was packed.

      “A private booth, just for us,” he said, gesturing to the long line of plush seats. “And with a press of a button, you can have anything you want delivered up here.”

      “A far cry from mosh pits,” I said.

      “I’m sure there will be one down there,” he said. “Might be one way to get the baby out nice and early.”

      I gave him another playful swat on the arm.

      We settled into the very, very comfortable seats, my legs crying out with relief as soon as I was off of them.

      Johnny gave a quick call, and within minutes, a veritable buffet of treats was brought to us. There were nachos and hot dogs and candy and soda—all the stuff my pregnant belly was crying out for. Hand in hand, we watched the opening act rock the place.

      “Should be going on soon,” said Johnny.

      “How do you feel about it?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Still weird to know that the guys are playing without me. I know it was the right call, and they’re doing awesome, but…” He shook his head. Then he placed his hand on my belly and gave me a loving kiss. “But I don’t doubt for a second that I made the right call.”

      “Good to hear,” I said with a smile.

      Right as he sat back down, however, the phone in the booth rang.

      “Expecting a call?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      He answered the phone, his eyes lighting up as soon as the person on the other end spoke.

      “Yeah?” he asked. “I’m up here. Booth thirty-two.”

      He leaned forward as someone I recognized as one of the members of Memphisto peeked out onto the stage and waved. The mystery of who was on the other end of the line was solved.

      “Nah, I’m up here with Kendra…”

      A thought occurred to me, and I held up my finger to get his attention.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “What’d he ask you?”

      “Cole wants to know if I could come backstage to say hi. But I told him I was here with you.”

      I titled my head to the side. “Babe. Your guys want to see you for the first time in months, and you’re saying no?”

      “I figured I’d stop by after the show.”

      “No way,” I said. “Get your butt down there and tell them to break a leg.”

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      Johnny confirmed the plans and hung up.

      “I’m totally fine here,” I said. “And I’ll call you if I need anything.”

      “Okay,” he said, giving me one last kiss. “I’ll be back before too long.”

      He gave my hand a squeeze, and he was off. And I settled in, ready to enjoy the show.
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      I couldn’t believe it, but I was actually nervous as I headed backstage to see the guys. Sure, we’d dropped each other lines here and there over the last few months, but I hadn’t seen them in person since the night I quit the band.

      Things were good between us all, especially with their continued success, but it still seemed so strange, so surreal. I’d be hanging out backstage with the guys not as one of the band, but as a guest like any other.

      I gave the door to the green room a knock, and seconds later it opened up, Marcus greeting me with a big smile on his face.

      “Holy shit!” he called out. “Here he is!”

      Before I could even react, Marcus pulled me into a tight, back-slapping hug.

      “Good to see you, J!”

      I returned the hug, a warmth spreading out from my heart.

      “Good to see you too, bud.”

      Marcus let go, and I glanced around the room. Cole was there, his stack of just-finished custard cups in front of him. Stone was on the couch, a bottle of booze in one hand and his arms around a pair of groupies.

      The more things change.

      Seeing me, Cole and Stone shot up and hurried over, giving me hugs that were just as warm as the one Marcus had given

      “The man himself,” said Stone.

      Over his shoulder, the groupies regarded me with unbelieving eyes as if Bigfoot himself had strolled in.

      “Let’s get some privacy, girls,” said Stone.

      Their eyes still locked on me, the girls got up and hurried out of the room. Then it was the four of us.

      “Sit down, J!” said Marcus. “It’s been so freaking long.”

      I dropped down onto one of the couches, memories of the last time I was with the guys washing over me.

      I regarded Marcus with a skeptical eye, as if not sure whether or not he was faking his happiness in seeing me.

      “What?” he asked, apparently picking up on this.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Thought you might be more pissed at me after what I did.”

      Marcus swiped up a nearby bottle of bourbon and pulled open the top.

      “Truth be told, I was for a while,” he said. “After all Rick had said about taking us to the next level, about how much money and fame and all that was waiting for us, part of me felt like you’d taken all that away.”

      He took a swig of the bourbon.

      “What changed your mind?” I asked.

      Stone chimed in. “When you left Rick went out of control,” he said. “Told us that you were screwed and that if any of us even thought about doing the same thing, we’d be sued to hell and back.”

      “Sounds familiar,” I said.

      “But then word got out about what he did,” said Cole. “That he made Kendra lie to you about your baby so you wouldn’t try to get out of the contract, and then how he threatened her with all kinds of legal BS to make her stay away.”

      My blood boiled at the memory of it.

      “And when the high-ups in Redemption got wind of it, they cut his ass loose,” said Stone. “Long overdue, if you ask me.”

      “Prick,” I growled. “He’s lucky I didn’t put him in the hospital after what he pulled.”

      “No kidding,” said Marcus. “But once he was gone, I thought about what I had. We still had our tour and the band and everything else. And I thought—what the hell more do I need than this? Am I really ready to sell out everything just to move a few more boxes of merch and be able to buy a bigger apartment?”

      “And that’s when we decided to keep going,” said Stone. “Figure out a new sound and carve our own path. And shit, the crowds seem to love it.”

      “I’m glad,” I said. “You’ve all got tons more music in you, I can feel it.”

      Stone smirked. “You think I’d deprive the world of all this talent?”

      I laughed. “Good to see you’re staying humble.”

      “It’s what I do best,” said Stone.

      “But what about you, J?” asked Marcus. “What about that solo sound you’ve been working on?”

      “It’s coming along,” I said. “Right now, I’ve got a baby about a week from coming. Maybe once the kid’s here, I can think about getting these tracks I’ve been working on down.”

      “Well,” said Marcus. “You ever want to open for us, there’s always a spot waiting for you.”

      “Thanks, dude,” I said.

      Then a strange look formed on Marcus’s face—an expression that suggested he had something on his mind. He flashed a quick glance to the other guys, the same look flashing on their faces.

      “Uh-oh,” I said. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Well,” said Marcus. “Seeing as how you being back here is kind of a once-in-a-very-long-while kind of thing—”

      “And how you’re about to be in baby land for the next year,” said Cole.

      “Then starting your solo career after that…” said Stone.

      “They guys and I were talking about the idea of you coming out for one last show.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Are you serious?”

      “Sure,” said Marcus. “Give the audience something to talk about.”

      I leaned back in my seat and thought it over. The guys made a good point—this was probably the last chance we’d get for something like this. With the baby coming, who knew how long it’d be before I played in front of a crowd this size?

      “You know what?” I said. “Let’s do it.”

      “Yeah!” Marcus exclaimed, pumping his fist. “Knew you’d be down.”

      “Just one thing,” said Stone. “We’re going to play a few of the more popular songs we’ve come up with along with some Memphisto stuff, so you’re going to have to take a backseat while we do our thing.”

      He flashed me another friendly, smart-ass grin, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I’ll do my best not to steal the spotlight,” I said.

      Kendra popped into mind. I was sure she’d be fine with the plan, but I knew I ought to run it by her first.

      “One sec, guys,” I said. “Let me check in with the lady first.”

      “‘Check in with the lady,’” said Marcus with a good-natured grin. “Give me ‘things I never in a million years thought I’d hear Johnny Maxton say.’”

      “Things change when you’ve got a kid on the way,” I said as I took out my phone. “Not just about me anymore.”

      I dialed up Kendra.

      “Hey!” she said. “What’s up?”

      “Had a little change of plans,” I said. “I’m with the guys right now, and we’re all thinking about giving the audience a little something special.”

      “No way,” she said, in total disbelief. “Are you talking about what I thinking you’re talking about?”

      “Yep,” I said. “A one-off kind of thing.”

      “Oh, wow,” she said. “Wow, wow.”

      “I take it that means you’re fine with it?” I asked.

      “More than fine,” she said.

      “But the rest of the night’s about you, baby,” I assured her. “Just a few songs with the guys first.”

      “You are all going to be on the front page of every music website, you know that right? Hell, you might even make it into the papers.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “I’m more interested in having some fun.”

      “Okay,” she said. “You know where I’ll be. Break a leg, baby.”

      “Will do. I love you.”

      As soon as I hit the “end” button to the call, I realized what I’d said.

      “I love you.”

      The words had come out without me even thinking about it. We’d never said them to one another yet, despite everything going on between us. It was a barrier that we’d had yet to cross.

      And I’d done it. Then I’d hung up without even thinking about it, not knowing what her response or reaction would be.

      “Did you just say what I think you said?” asked Stone.

      “Uh, yeah,” I said.

      “And you meant it?” asked Cole.

      I didn’t even need to think. “Definitely.”

      “Then let’s get out there,” said Marcus. “Play your ass off for her.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice. The guys and I made our way out of the green room and down the hall toward the stage. The roar of the crowd grew louder with each and every step. The closer I got, the more my heart beat with excitement, that same thrill that took hold of me each time I went on stage.

      Soon we were right there, the thousands in the crowd cheering and screaming with everything they had.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      The guys nodded, as eager as I was.

      I took a deep breath and stepped onto the stage.

      At first, it seemed like the crowd didn’t know what to make of what they were seeing. Maybe they thought I was some kind of hologram.

      The roar of the crowd died down as I stepped up to the mic and grabbed one of the nearby guitars.

      “Hello, Seattle!” I shouted out.

      Another beat of silence, and then they got it. They realized that they weren’t seeing some kind of collective delusion. It was Memphisto, back together.

      “We got a one-time treat for you all,” I said. “I hope you enjoy it.”

      I glanced up to the booth where Kendra sat, making out her beautiful face through the distance. Her hands were clasped together, excitement on her features. I pointed to her and mouthed the words I’d said only a few minutes before.

      “I love you.”

      She nodded, tears in her eyes. “I love you, too,” she mouthed back.

      That was all I needed. I banged out a crunching chord and got ready to rock.
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      It was the best damn show I’d ever played in my life. The guys and I ripped through all of Memphisto’s hits, the crowd going so wild I worried a riot might break out at any moment. And we even played a few Wicked Custard songs, with me stepping back and adding a few guitar parts while the rest of the band tore it up.

      I was so freaking proud of the guys and their new sound that I almost felt like a proud papa—a feeling I would soon have to get used to, I imagined. We went through one encore, then another, then another. And by the time we were done and left the stage to booming, thunderous applause, I was ready to collapse.

      Fans were already waiting for us in the hallway, the screaming so loud I felt like my eardrums might burst. Soon we were back in the green room, all of us riding the high of a killer show.

      “Yeah!” shouted Marcus, punching the air. “Damn, that was it!”

      “Okay,” said Stone. “I’m ready to keep this feeling going. You all want to hit the town, get into some crazy shit?”

      “Hell yeah!” said Cole.

      “Not me, guys,” I said.

      Three confused faces looked in my direction.

      “You serious, J?” asked Marcus.

      “I am,” I said. “I got a woman upstairs waiting for me. And I don’t want to keep her waiting another minute.”

      The guys looked disappointed, but I could tell they got it. They approached me one by one, hugs all around.

      “Maybe we ought to do this again sometime down the road,” I said. “If you guys don’t get too famous for me, that is.”

      We said our goodbyes and I stepped outside of the room. Then I shut the door, closing a long chapter of my life.

      But I was more than ready for the next one. I hurried through the screaming crowds, making my way back up to the booth. Once there, I threw open the door and saw Kendra waiting for me, her impossibly beautiful features beaming.

      “You were amazing!” she said as I pulled her into my arms. “I couldn’t believe it!”

      “You were all I was thinking about while I was up there,” I said. “I love you so damn much, baby.”

      “And I love you too,” she said.

      We kissed, long and deep.

      “No after-party?” she asked.

      “Nah,” I said. “Call me crazy, but all I feel in the mood for is a quiet night with you.”

      She smiled. “Sounds perfect.”

      I took her hand and we left the room, making our way back to the side entrance through a back stairwell. I felt like a secret agent sneaking out, knowing that being spotted by fans would result in us getting swarmed instantly.

      Thankfully, we made it without incident and were soon back in the car.

      “The rock show of the year and then a quiet night at the apartment,” said Kendra with a smile, her hands on her big belly. “Hell of a contrast.”

      “What can I say?” I asked. “I’m a complex man.”

      Silence fell as I steered the car back to the apartment.

      “So,” I said. “What’re you in the mood for tonight? Maybe grab some ice cream on the way back, a movie from the rental box?”

      Kendra said nothing, only smiling.

      “Okay, what’s that look about?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just that back when I dreamed of being with you, I never thought I’d be so happy to be spending a night with a rock star snuggled under a blanket while we watched a movie and ate ice cream.”

      I had to admit, the idea was pretty funny.

      “Well, I hope I’m making all of your wildest dreams come true,” I said.

      She reached over and took my hand. “You are, baby.”

      Before I could say anything else, her squeeze turned from gentle to almost painful.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Easy th—”

      “Ah!” she cried out, her voice filling the small space of the car.

      I was so startled by the cry that I nearly swerved the car into the next lane.

      “Baby, are you okay?”

      “I don’t—”

      She cried out again, this time clutching her belly.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is it the baby?”

      Fear ran through me like a cold spike. I gripped the wheel hard, doing my best to focus on the road and not be too distracted by what was happening.

      “I think my water just broke,” she said. “The baby’s coming.”

      Holy shit.

      Her left hand shot out to mine and took it again, squeezing it hard as another contraction shot through her. This time I was ready for the pain of her gripping me and totally ignored it. I was now so focused on her that I could’ve had a knife jabbed into me and I wouldn’t have cared.

      “Kendra,” I said, keeping my tone even. “Is this it? Do you need me to take you to the hospital?”

      “Y-yes!” she said, her face in a hard wince, a tear streaking down her face.

      That was all I needed to hear. I pulled over just long enough to put the directions for the hospital into the phone before peeling back off onto the road.

      “Ah!”

      Kendra cried out again, and I did my best to stay focused. Hearing her in pain was pure torture, but I reminded myself that the pain was the sound of the baby coming. As long as I kept a cool head and got her into the hands of professionals, everything would be okay.

      “It’s early,” she said, the pain appearing to subside for a moment. “Is that bad?”

      Truth be told, I had no idea. This sort of thing was about as far from my expertise as it got.

      “Everything’s going to be fine,” I said. “We’re almost there.”

      Luckily the hospital was only a few minutes away. Relief hit me as I watched the glowing lights of the building crest off in the distance.

      Moments later I pulled up to the front of the emergency room and got out, calling for any doctor who happened to be nearby.

      “Pregnant woman here!” I shouted as Kendra let out another cry.

      I felt scared and helpless and excited all at once. Hearing Kendra in pain was unbearable, but I knew that it meant that my son or daughter would soon be here.

      A pair of nurses rushed up to the car and quickly helped Kendra into a wheelchair. I took her hand, and she squeezed it hard as they hurriedly led her into the emergency room.

      “Don’t you dare leave my side,” said Kendra between pants.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      And I meant it. I was ready for whatever came next.
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          Kendra

        

      

    
    
      The pain was like nothing I’d ever experienced. A fresh contraction, bigger than any of the others so far, burst through me as the nurses quickly wheeled me through the hospital, and I let out a wail that I didn’t even know I was capable of.

      I was scared out of my mind.

      “The baby,” I said. “It’s early. Is that bad?”

      I gripped Johnny’s hand hard as we made our way down the brightly lit hallway. Tension took hold of me as I waited for the nurse’s answer.

      “Let’s focus on getting you prepped for delivery,” she said. “Because this baby’s coming right now.”

      No kidding.

      “I’m right here, baby,” said Johnny. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

      I’d always taken pride in myself as an independent person who didn’t need anyone, who thought I was the only person I could count on. But glancing over through the pain and seeing Johnny there, my hand in his, made me realize how much I loved him, and how much I couldn’t imagine going through this without him by my side.

      We finally arrived at a large delivery room, the nurses helping me up into the bed as another blinding flash of pain ripped through me.

      I let out another wail, the agony so intense that I worried I might pass out.

      “We’re here,” said Johnny. “They’re going to get you taken care of.”

      A middle-aged doctor with salt-and-pepper hair entered the room with quick steps, his scrubs a clean, dark blue. He hurried up to my side and looked me over with calm, professional eyes.

      “Hi,” he said quickly. “Doctor Taylor.”

      “Kendra Peters,” I said, savoring the brief break from the pain.

      “Johnny Maxton.”

      Dr. Taylor’s eyes flickered wide for a moment, and I got the impression he knew exactly who Johnny was. But his impressed face quickly went away as he turned his attention back to me.

      “I see we’ve got a baby on the way,” he said, looking me over.

      “It’s early,” I said frantically. “A couple of weeks. Is that bad?” I waited with bated breath for his answer.

      “Not at all,” he said gently. “Babies showing up a little early isn’t out of the ordinary at all. If all of your prenatal exams have been looking good, I wouldn’t worry about a thing.”

      The relief was like nothing else. An expression of total assurance took hold of Johnny’s face. He gave my hand another squeeze.

      The nurses helped get me out of my clothes and into a gown, laying me back down on the bed right in time for another spasm of pain to hit. I let out another wail, feeling like my belly was about to burst.

      “Okay,” said Dr. Taylor. “This baby’s coming, and it’s coming fast.”

      I couldn’t believe how quickly this was all happening. I remembered my own mom telling me that it’d taken hours for me to come out.

      “Is this normal?” I asked. “For it all to be happening so fast?”

      “Babies come on their own terms,” he said with a warm smile. “Just means that this little kiddo is really, really anxious to see you.”

      Then he flicked his eyes to Johnny.

      “Do we want the husband in the room?” he asked.

      Husband. There was another issue that Johnny and I had been ignoring. But now wasn’t the time to worry about that.”

      “I’m not—”

      “He’s not—”

      Johnny’s eyes flickered over to me, and we shared a knowing look.

      “I want him here,” I said.

      “Yeah,” said Johnny. “Not a chance I’m leaving her side.”

      “Hopefully I don’t break your hand,” I said.

      He smirked. “If you do, we’re in the right place.”

      “Okay,” said Dr. Taylor. “Then we’re going to need to get you cleaned up and dressed. Come on.”

      He gestured to one of the nurses, who led Johnny out of the room. Dread took hold of me as he and the nurse disappeared out of the door.

      “Where’s he going?” I asked, despite having been told only a few seconds ago.

      “He’ll be right back,” said Dr. Taylor as nurses formed up all around me. “But right now we need to focus on your breathing, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Now, when those contractions hit, I want you to take quick, full breaths. And when you breathe out, I want you to push. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      Another spasm of pain, another wail. But I did my best to keep the doctor’s words in mind, breathing and pushing.

      Johnny rushed back into the room, now clad in the same scrubs, gloves, face mask, and hair covering as the rest of the staff. He hurried to his place at my side, taking my hand. The latex was cool and smooth against my skin.

      “Wow,” said Dr. Taylor as he stood at the end of the bed.

      “I hope that’s a good ‘wow,’” said Johnny.

      “Very good ‘wow,’” he said. “Baby’s coming very fast. We’re going to have the kid out and in your arms lickety-split.”

      This was exactly what I wanted to hear.

      “I’m right here, baby,” said Johnny, now holding my hand in both of his. “We’re going to get through this.”

      “Now,” said Doctor Taylor. “When the next contraction hits, I’m going to need you to breathe and push with all you’ve got. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, psyching myself up.

      Then it hit. Hard. I screamed, my voice filling up the room.

      “Push!” called out the doctor.

      I did, breathing and pushing with all I had.

      “Crowning now,” said one of the nurses.

      More pain poured through me. Hot tears formed in my eyes as I pushed and pushed and pushed.

      “Almost there!”

      “You got this, babe,” said Johnny. “Our baby’s almost here.”

      I couldn’t believe how far only a few words from Johnny went in making me feel so much calmer, even through the pain.

      “Push,” said the doctor.

      “Here he is.”

      He?

      Then I heard the sweetest sound that I could’ve possibly imagined—my baby’s cry.

      “Oh, my God,” Johnny breathed.

      The pain slowly subsided as the baby came out and into Dr. Taylor’s arms. I was dazed and delirious, and all I could think about was the baby.

      “Good news, Miss Peters,” he said. “We’ve got a perfectly healthy, gorgeous baby boy.”

      I didn’t know what to say. My arms dropped down to my sides, Johnny letting me go as he hurried over to our baby.

      Johnny stopped short as he reached the doctor, the baby still wailing in his arms. My legs were propped up, and the sheet covering them blocked the baby from my sight.

      All I wanted to do was see him. The rest of the world might as well have not existed.

      “He’s beautiful,” said Johnny, staring at the baby.

      “I want to hold him,” I said. “Please.”

      “Just one second,” said the doctor. “We need to get the cord snipped and clean him up. He’ll be in your arms in less than a minute.”

      He did the work on the cord before handing the baby off to a nurse, who left the room with him. The minute passed like an eternity, but soon the nurse returned.

      And then I saw him. Clean, squirming and red-faced, our little boy was swaddled in light blue blankets, his tiny hands reaching out into the air.

      The feeling I had when my eyes finally fell on his face was indescribable. The nurse slowly, carefully handed my baby over to me. I took him and held him close, tears of pure joy trickling down my face.

      “Hey…” I said, my voice trailing off. I couldn’t think of anything else to say. What could I say to my baby that would reflect just how I felt.

      “That’s him,” said Johnny, kneeling down to get a good look at the wrinkled-face little baby. “That’s our boy.”

      The baby’s cries faded and were replaced with soft coos. I couldn’t believe how easy-going he was, how smoothly he’d come into the world. It was like he was meant to be.

      “We made you,” I said, caressing the baby’s tender little cheek.

      “We did,” said Johnny.

      A strange look came over his face.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “Something right. Something very right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “With you and him, I feel like my life is complete.”

      He turned back to me, a small smile on his lips. I couldn’t have imagined sweeter words.

      “I love you, Kendra,” he said, leaning in and kissing me softly on my forehead.

      “And I love you.”

      “You ready for the next adventure?” he asked.

      I looked up at him and then down at the baby, a smile on my face. “With you two in my life, I’m ready for anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        A Year Later

      

    
    
      
        JOHNNY

      

      “You hear that?” Kendra asked.

      “What?” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      I said nothing, noticing that the only sound to be heard was that of the soft, morning breeze gently blowing the curtains of our bedroom.

      The air through the open window was perfect —not too warm, and just mild enough that curling my arm around Kendra’s slender body and pulling her close felt like heaven.

      “Is it possible that we actually both woke up in the morning when we wanted to and not to Josh crying?” she asked.

      “I think that just might be the case,” I said.

      She narrowed her eyes in a thoughtful expression.

      “Let me make sure this isn’t too good to be true,” she said. “Don’t want to walk in there to see nothing but a note saying he’s gone to LA to start a band.”

      I laughed as Kendra rolled out of bed. She was wearing nothing but a thin, white T-shirt and a pair of sleeping shorts, and I let my eyes linger on her body as she left the bedroom. My girl was still as beautiful as the first day I saw her, back when she was dressed in that silly delivery outfit.

      As she was gone, I slipped my hands behind my head and let out a long, contented sigh. I’d slept like a dream last night and was ready for the weekend ahead.

      “He’s sleeping like, uh, well, a baby,” Kendra said as she stepped back into the room.

      “Perfect,” I said. “That means we can… Hmm—what did we used to do before we had that little guy?”

      “Good question,” she said, standing at the foot of the bed, her arms crossed and her hips cocked to one side. “Wait a minute,” I said. “I think I remember something…”

      A small smile spread across my face as I looked her up and down. She raised an eyebrow, and I knew right then we were on the same page.

      “Is that right?” she asked. “And what might that be?”

      “Come here and let me show you.”

      She flashed me a sexy smirk before she dove back into bed, a giggle bursting out of her mouth as she did. I pulled her close and tight, kissing her softly along the lovely slope of her neck until my lips reached hers.

      Kendra grabbed her shirt and pulled it off, exposing her perfect breasts. So was so gorgeous that I wanted to burst. I didn’t keep her waiting as I kissed her. With a quick motion, I slipped out of my boxer briefs, my manhood already solid and stiff and ready for her.

      She reached down and grabbed onto it, stroking it slowly, a soft growl sounding from my mouth through our kiss.

      “Hold on,” I said.

      She looked confused. “What’s up?”

      I propped myself up on my arms, moving between her legs. In the bright light of morning, she looked like something out of a dream. Her eyes shined like emeralds, her soft, wet mouth was gorgeous and inviting, and her blond hair was spread out around her head like a halo.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just want to burn into my memory how gorgeous you look right now.”

      Her fair skin turned a deep shade of red, and she glanced away in an adorably coquettish way.

      “Stop,” she said. But her smile sent another message.

      “If you don’t want to hear about how beautiful you are, you sure as hell shacked up with the wrong guy.”

      She turned her eyes back to me, her face so close I could feel her soft breath on my face.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “And I love you.”

      No more words. I reached down and slipped off her little shorts and tossed them aside. Once they were gone, I place my hand between her creamy thighs and felt her warm wetness. She let out a long sigh as I stroked her, making her ready for me.

      She closed her eyes as I rubbed her, her thighs twisting with pleasure. Kendra and I had made love so many times by this point that I knew exactly what she wanted, exactly how to make her feel good. And she knew the same for me.

      “I need it,” she moaned. “Don’t make me wait any longer.”

      That was all I needed to hear. I took my member into my hand and placed it right where she wanted it as I leaned down and softly kissed her nipples.

      With a slow, deep motion I entered her. Kendra let out a long sigh as I penetrated her, filling her completely. She gripped me hard, pleasure and warmth surrounding me with each inch deeper that I went.

      Soon, I was buried to the hilt. Kendra stared at me with burning, sensual eyes as she ran her hands through my hair, the dark strands draped down both sides of my face.

      She felt like heaven. Despite how many times we’d made love by now, I never grew tired of her body wrapped around mine, her face locked in the throes of passion, and the way she seemed to be made for me, and me alone.

      My slow movements began to take on a faster, more urgent pace. Each full, deep thrust pushed out another gorgeous sigh from her lips and a hard grunt from mine. Her slim fingers danced over the broad muscles of my back, her nails soon digging into my thick, tattooed skin.

      “I’m close, baby,” she moaned, her eyes locked onto mine. “So…so close.”

      I was right about there myself. I could feel the orgasm building inside of me, the world beyond the two of us vanishing.

      Then her body convulsed, a moan sounding out as she climaxed. She gripped my rear with both hands, pushing me deeper into her as she came. It was too much for me to take.

      I hit my peak feeling her climax, my body tightening hard for several perfect seconds. I came right along with her, my manhood exploding with an eruption of unrestrained pleasure.

      When I was done, when we were both done, I lowered myself on top of Kendra, staying inside, her arms wrapped around me.

      She kissed me softly on the ear, a smile breaking out across my face.

      After a handful of minutes passed, I heard an unmistakable sound from the other room—Joshua’s crying.

      “I think that means it’s time to get up,” she said with a smile.

      “I’m ready if you are,” I said.

      She nodded, and we were off, ready to start the day.
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* * *

      
        KENDRA

      

      I reached down and picked the adorable, wriggling baby up and held him close to my chest.

      “There’s my little man!” I said as I covered his precious face in kisses.

      As I kissed him, his cries turned into giggles and coos.

      “Looks like all the little man wanted was some attention,” said Johnny from the entrance to the nursery.

      “You’re right about that,” I said.

      I stepped over to Johnny, and he did the same thing that I’d done, kissing Joshua all over his chubby cheeks.

      “That’s my boy,” he said.

      I took a look at Joshua, noting how as the months had gone on, he’d looked even more the spitting image of his father. He had the same coal-black hair and piercing blue eyes, and I wondered if down the road he’d grow up to be the same lady-killer his father was.

      “Okay,” said Johnny as we made our way down the hallway toward the kitchen. “What kind of day you want to have today?”

      I stepped into the sunny, open kitchen of our house and placed Joshua in his high chair.

      “Let’s see what’s on the agenda,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning against the counter. “How’re the recordings coming along?”

      Over the last year, Johnny had been hard at work on his first solo album, getting his sound and lyrics down just how he’d wanted them. And all to be released by Avalon.

      “Not bad,” he said. “Still smoothing it all out. You’d think solo acoustic stuff would be easier to write.”

      “Nah,” I said. “Fewer instruments and production means all the attention is on you and your voice. But if what you’ve played for me so far is any indication, you’ve got something special on your hands.”

      I gave him a wink before putting some coffee on, the sound of percolation filling the room. And as I did, Johnny took music duties, some mellow ’60s rock bringing a little life into the space. Joshua let out a giggle and clapped his hands.

      “Looks like someone approves of the music,” I said.

      “He’s got good taste like his old man,” he said with a wink.

      I gave Johnny a playful poke as I made my way around him.

      “Oh,” he said, taking a seat next to the high chair. “I finally came up with an album title.”

      “Is that right?” I asked, knowing he’d been deliberating over the name for quite some time.

      “Yep,” he said. “Pine Bluff.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Is that right?” I asked. “The name of the town?”

      He nodded.

      “And what made you settle on that?”

      The coffee was ready, and I poured him a tall mug. He wrapped his hands around it and looked away thoughtfully before speaking.

      “When I sat down to finish up the songs, all I could think about was you. You and Josh.”

      I glanced around the house, having a hard time believing it’d almost been a year since we’d moved. The two of us had gone back and forth about where to live after the baby was born. My label was in Seattle, but the music industry was in LA. So, it seemed like we’d live one of those two places.

      But the more we thought about it, the more we both had realized that neither of us wanted to live somewhere simply because we had to. And that’s when Johnny suggested Pine Bluff, his hometown.

      The more we talked about it, the more perfect it sounded. It’d be quiet and away from the chaos of the cities; we’d have his parents there to help—and they’d proven more than happy to; and Seattle and LA were only short flights away if we ever wanted or needed to swing into town.

      So, we bought a gorgeous, three-story Victorian home in his old neighborhood. And I couldn’t have been happier. It was big but cozy and had plenty of space if we decided to have more kids. With how much joy Joshua had brought to our lives, I was sure that more babies were in our future.

      “Go on,” I said.

      “And the more lyrics I wrote, the more I couldn’t imagine these songs being about anything other than how damn happy I’ve been since you and Josh came into my life. So, it only made sense that I’d name it for the place where it all happened, where we’ve built this amazing life together.”

      I quickly wiped away the tears that had formed in my eyes at his words. I hurried across the kitchen and threw my arms around him.

      “I love you so much,” I said.

      “And you too.”

      Before we could get too mushy, however, Johnny’s phone rang. He answered it and spoke. As he talked, I fed Joshua before plopping him onto my lap and starting on my coffee.

      After a couple of minutes, he finished the conversation and set the phone down, a slightly bemused expression on his face.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “You feel like a trip to Seattle tonight?”
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* * *

      Part of me couldn’t believe I’d let him talk me into it. But as I sat in the audience of the club, Joshua on my lap, Johnny’s parents on one side of me, and Blaire and the crew from Avalon on the other, I knew I’d made the right call.

      The place was packed; word of the secret show must’ve spread like wildfire.

      I glanced over at the bar where Johnny and the rest of the guys from Memphisto were gathered, having a few drinks and joking and laughing. It made me feel pretty damn good to see that he was still on great terms with those guys.

      Johnny eventually came over to all of us with a tray of beers.

      “So,” said Mark, “what’s the plan, rock star?”

      “First, I’m going to play a few songs to open up,” Johnny said, his hands on his hips. “Then after that, it’ll be Memphisto’s first ever ‘unplugged’ set.”

      “You excited?” Mary asked.

      “Yeah,” said Johnny with an almost boyish grin. “Been too long since I’ve played with these guys.”

      “We’re looking forward to it like crazy,” said Blaire. “I still can’t believe I’m here to see it.”

      “Well, I hope you all enjoy,” said Johnny.

      Joshua, seeming to sense that his papa was about to leave, reached out for Johnny. Johnny leaned in and planted a big kiss on his forehead.

      “You ready to do this?” asked Marcus, who’d come over to the table.

      “You bet,” said Johnny, flashing us one last smile before heading up onto the stage.

      The applause was deafening, and I was glad for Joshua’s baby ear defenders. Johnny gave a wave to the crowd as he stepped up to the mic.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” he said. “As I’m sure you all know, the last year has been…pretty different for Memphisto and me. The guys have been kicking major butt on tour, while I’ve been doing the opposite, working on some more mellow tracks. Not to mention starting a family.”

      Applause broke out, and Johnny was quick to raise his hand.

      “And I’m really excited to play some songs for you all today. You’re going to hear some tracks no one has ever heard before, and I hope you like them. But before I get started, I’d be remiss if I didn’t say a little something to the woman who changed my life forever.”

      All eyes turned to me, but I stayed focused on Johnny.

      “Kendra, you came into my life out of nowhere and brought love into it that sometimes I wonder if I even deserve. And then when Joshua came along…”

      He took a moment, and I could tell that he was getting choked up. I was right there with him.

      “You’ll never know how much you mean to me, baby. But what I want more than anything is the chance to spend the rest of my life showing you.”

      Then Johnny reached into his pocket and took out a small, black box.

      My heart skipped a beat. Could that be—

      The question was answered when he popped it open, the diamond twinkling in the stage lights. I gasped, my hands shooting to my mouth.

      “So, Kendra, will you make me the happiest man alive? Will you marry me?”

      “Yes!” I shouted out.

      Wild cheers and applause broke out. I gave Joshua a big kiss on the forehead before handing him off to Mary and rushing to the stage. Once there, I threw my arms around Johnny and kissed him hard. He pulled me out of the embrace for long enough to slip the ring on my finger.

      “I love you, Kendra,” he said, his voice low and close through the cheers.

      “And I love you.”

      He kissed me again.

      “Now, get that gorgeous butt off the stage and let me sing you some songs.”

      A few more kisses later, I was back in my seat with Joshua on my lap. Friends and family swarmed around me to see the ring, returning to their seats when Johnny strummed the first few chords of one of his new songs.

      And I sat back, Joshua on my lap, as I watched Johnny. My heart was full of love and joy as I listened to the man who’d be mine for the rest of my life.

      
        The End
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        We hope you’ve enjoyed Johnny and Kendra’s story! Sign up to Layla’s mailing list and be the first to hear about all her new releases.
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        Time for a tease!

        

        Up next is the first chapter of the previous book in our Baby Surprises series, A Baby, Quick!

        

        Happy reading!
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          Heather

        

        July

      

    
    
      “Okay, you’re absolutely positive about this?”

      “One-hundred-percent positive. Beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

      “And you’d tell me if you weren’t, right?”

      “I’m your best friend, Heather. Of course I would.” A beat of silence passed. “But now you have to give her over.”

      I glanced down at Faye, my six-month-old baby daughter. She let out a coo, a big smile on her face.

      “Okay, kiddo,” I said. “Hope you’ll be good without me for one night.”

      After taking a deep breath, I handed her over. Julia, my best friend and Faye’s babysitter for the night, took her into her arms and brought her close.

      “Hey, little baby!” she said, wiggling her finger in front of Faye’s face. “Who’s the cutest little girl?” Then Julia flicked her big brown eyes up to mine. “After my own kid, of course,” she said with a warm smile.

      “Naturally,” I said, then shook my head. “This is so weird. I feel like I’m being a negligent mother or something.”

      “Oh, please,” said Julia. “I’ve seen how you’ve been since you had Faye—if anything you’re a helicopter parent in the making.”

      “It feels so wrong, you know?” I said, my eyes still on Faye. “Me going out and having fun while you’re looking after my kid.”

      “It only feels wrong because you’re a worrywart,” said Julia, gently rocking Faye in her arms. “You’ve been all about this girl since she came out of you, and you deserve a night off. Besides, you’re not leaving her with a stranger—this little munchkin’s going to have her first baby sleepover with Melanie. I bet it’s going to be the start of a lifelong friendship.”

      I smiled. “It’s a nice idea,” I said. “And you’re right—it’ll be good for her to hang out with another baby, even if they just roll around and babble at each other.”

      “That’s the spirit,” said Julia. She stepped back from me, giving me a once-over. “And besides, look at you! You look hot as eff.”

      I glanced down at the dark blue cocktail dress I had on. “You think so?” I asked. “I still feel like I haven’t finished losing the last of my baby weight.”

      “That’s because you’re crazy,” said Julia. “Even when you were nine months pregnant you were one of those insanely lucky women who stayed thin and just had a baby bump. You barely had anything to lose.”

      “You’re saying all the right things,” I said with a smile. I ran my hands over the dress as I stepped over to the wine bottle that Julia and I had already had a glass from. “It still feels weird to be wearing something like this. I think other than going to work, it’s the first time I’ve had anything on besides sweatpants since I had Faye.”

      “All the more reason to go out tonight,” Julia said. “Go out there and fetch yourself a man with that hot bod of yours.”

      I shook my head, a smile on my face. I tucked my strawberry-blond hair behind my ears and sighed.

      “You’re making it sound so easy,” I said, turning back toward Julia. “‘Just go out there and get a man.’”

      “Because it is that simple,” said Julia. “Lady, you’re gorgeous. Guys out there are going to be smashing barstools over each other’s heads just to get a chance to talk to you.”

      “It just…feels weird,” I said. “Going out there and trying to find someone when I’ve just had a baby. I thought getting pregnant would be the end of stuff like this. I thought Brad and I were going to…” I trailed off, the mention of Faye’s father, the man who’d left me a few weeks after finding out I was pregnant, bringing back memories that were still raw.

      “Don’t even worry about it,” said Julia, still rocking Faye. “Sure, maybe in a perfect world you’d be living happily ever after with Prince Charming. But you got dealt a bad hand.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “It’s the right way to put it. You did everything right—you were about the best girlfriend you could be and were so ready to be a mom.”

      I nodded. “Brad seemed so excited about it, too. I was so worried to tell him, but when I did, he was just as happy as I was. That’s what I thought, at least.”

      “Maybe he got scared,” said Julia. “He may have seemed sweet and kind before, but he showed you his true colors when things got real.” She waved her free hand through the air, dismissing the topic. “Anyway! This is the last thing you should be thinking about right now. Tonight, you’re going to go out and have fun. You’re going to have some wine, maybe even do some dancing, and who knows after that?”

      I chuckled. “You’re making it sound like I’m going out to a royal ball or something.”

      “Hey,” said Julia, stepping toward the window in my apartment and pulling open the curtains, revealing the glittering Manhattan skyline beyond. “You forget what city you live in? Anything can happen here.”

      “You’re such a romantic,” I said with a small smile. I took my phone out of my bag and checked the time. “Shoot. I need to get going if I want to actually have this night out.”

      “Good call,” said Julia. “Time for me to take this little darling to my place.”

      We both grabbed our things, Julia grabbing the diaper bag, and I took Faye from Julia and held her close. Faye let out an adorable giggle as I held her, her gorgeous blue eyes shimmering.

      “Aw, my little lady,” I said. “It’s only going to be one night, but I’m going to miss you like crazy.”

      Faye cooed again, grabbing onto my finger with her tiny little hand as I stroked the soft skin of her face.

      “Hardly even twelve hours,” said Julia. “You still want to meet for lunch?”

      I opened the front door of my little apartment and let Julia out first. Then I locked the door behind us.

      “Yeah, definitely. You’ve got Faye tonight, and I’ll take Melanie tomorrow.”

      “Such a good team,” said Julia.

      “Pretty convenient, us getting pregnant at around the same time,” I said as we headed down the stairs of my walk-up. “Couldn’t be any more perfect if we’d planned it.”

      “I’ll say,” said Julia. “Okay. Go out there and have some fun. And if I hear that you didn’t talk to a single guy, I’m going to be really disappointed. I’ll wag my finger at you and everything.”

      I laughed, still holding Faye close.

      “But you’re going to have to give up the kiddo first,” Julia added.

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking back down into Faye’s eyes. “You sure I can’t take her with me?”

      “Maybe you could,” said Julia. “She looks like she’s got what it takes to be a party baby. And one way to find out if she can hold her booze.”

      “Julia!” I said, letting out another chiming laugh.

      “I kid, I kid,” she said. “But seriously, hand over the munchkin.”

      “Bye, sweetie,” I said, leaning down and planting my lips on Faye’s almost impossibly pudgy cheeks. “You promise I’m not being a bad mom?” I asked Julia as I handed Faye to her.

      “I promise,” she said. “The worst thing you could be doing right now is not giving yourself a chance to blow off some steam every now and then. Seriously, you’re killing this whole ‘single mom’ thing—you deserve more than a night off as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Aw, thanks,” I said. I had no idea what I’d do without Julia. When Brad left, I felt like I was alone in the world. But the two of us, both pregnant—though she was still with her husband—had each other’s back. The girl was a lifesaver.

      “Okay,” she said. “Time to get going. Have a drink for me, and I’ll see you for lunch tomorrow.”

      One more hug for Julia and one more kiss for Faye, and they were off. I stood still for a time on the busy sidewalk, watching them move down the block and disappear around the corner, pedestrians moving around me like I was a rock plopped down into the middle of a river.

      “Okay,” I said out loud. “Time to have fun.”

      The street outside my building in Greenpoint bustled with Friday-night activity, young men and women gathered in groups as they headed out for the night. It was hard for me to believe that only a year ago I was one of those kids, nothing on my mind but partying and having a good time.

      How quickly things can change.

      The evening air was warm and mild. The recent July heatwave thankfully easing up for the time being.

      The idea of having fun was so strange to me. I’d spent the last six months since Faye’s birth so wrapped up with her that I’d almost forgotten that I was my own person. Not that I was complaining—I was more than happy to give every little bit of myself to my baby girl. But it left me wondering just what the heck I was supposed to do with myself when I was alone.

      Like right then. I stood in the middle of the sidewalk, trying to remember what I did when I wasn’t a mom.

      Then it occurred to me.

      “Booze!” I said, sticking my finger into the air as if I was a detective who’d just figured out a breakthrough clue. You drink booze when you want to have fun, right? And besides, I wanted to be a good guest, and not show up to the party empty-handed.

      I laughed at myself as I started off toward the liquor store. It was almost as if I had to relearn how to be social.

      The fresh air felt great on my exposed legs and arms as I headed down the block. I caught sight of myself in the glass front of a closed store, and I took stock of how I looked out of the corner of my eye. As far as I could tell, I was looking pretty trim. Sure, my boobs were still totally huge, but that wasn’t entirely a bad thing. I’d been making sure to eat right and sneak in exercise when I could, and it looked to be paying off. I was getting back to my normal shape, albeit with a bust that I couldn’t believe was mine.

      But what did it matter if I looked good? Was I really going to go out and meet a guy tonight?

      I loved my baby girl to death, but a nagging thought in the back of my mind had been that my dating life was about to get complicated. Not only was I still dealing with the fallout of Brad leaving me, but now I was a single mom, and I wasn’t optimistic enough to believe that that was exactly what most guys had in mind when they pictured their ideal girlfriend.

      I did my best to put the thought out of my head as I stepped into the corner wine shop. The air inside was chilly, the sight of delicious red wine hitting me as soon as I entered. I walked up to the reds, my eyes scanning over the labels.

      Truth be told, I didn’t know all that much about wine. I liked red, but I didn’t like ones that were too sweet. Usually, I just went for the bottle with the coolest-looking label.

      I continued on, my eyes flicking from bottle to bottle. Finally, I settled on a bottle of pinot noir with a nicely sketched picture of a duck on it, which worked for me.

      My eyes locked on the bottle, and I kneeled down to pick it up. But as soon as I reached out to grab it, another hand shot out and collided with mine. I stepped back, shocked by the sudden touch of my skin against someone else’s.

      “I’m sorry,” I stammered out. “Wasn’t paying attention, I guess.”

      But when I glanced up at the person I bumped into, I nearly jumped out of my heels.

      He was freaking gorgeous.
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